
THE DOCTRINE OF ELECTION IN THE THEOLOGY 
OF JOHN CALVIN WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE. TO 

THE REFORMED CONFESS IONS OF FAITH. 

A Thesis 

Present ed to 

the Faculty of Divinity 

Rhodes University 

In Partial Fulfilment 

of tbe Requirements for t he Degree 

Bache l or of Divinity 

by 

James Reginald Elias 

November 1961. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

Pref ace ................................................ iii 

summary v 

CHAPTER 

l. The Origins and early discussion of Election ...... l 

2. St . Aucustine ' s doctrine of Election. ............. 15 

5. Introduction to D:.ohn Calvin ' s doctrine of Electi on. 33 

4. Presuppositions: Calvin ' s doctr i n 6 of man and doc-
t rine af (j od ... . .. . . ... .. . ....... 51 

5. Calvin' s doctrine of Election . ............ ....... . 67 

6. Cal vin ' s doctrine of Election ( con t . ) ............. . 86 

7. Elect ion in the Ret·ormed Confessions o1 Faith ••• •• 105 

8 . C on c l us i on . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . , . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13 3 

9. Calvin 's Article s on . ~rede stinution .•.• • ........... 147 

Bibl i ography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 148 

(ii ) 



PREFACEJ 

In this ecumenical age it is necessary for each Christian 

Communion to consider again the doctr ines which have been promi­

nent in i ts historical development. For the benefit of the 

whole Body of Christ each communion must assess its doctrines in 

the light of our present und erstanding of Scriptur e , seeking to 

purge and reassess them9 thus mal{ing them relevant to our 

modern situation. 

This Thesis is an att empt to emphasise the importance and 

prominence of the doctrine of election for the Christian Faith 

through studying its formulation in the writings of' John Calvin, 

one of the finest systematic theologians of the Churc h. The 

writer cons i ders that a proper understanding of elect ion i s an 

important contribution the Reformed Church can make to ecumenical 

discussion today 9 remembering the words of Emil Brunner that 

11 if there is any point at which it i s urgent that the Church 

should :t>e-examine tht content of the t!hristian Message, it is 

certainly at the point of the doctrine of the Divine decree and 

election". In some quarters of the Christian Church the ve ry 

idea of predestination appears to be re garded as a ptrversion of 

the Christian Faith - often this attitude i s justified because 

of the unhealthy accretions which have become attached to the 

term.- But any candid r eading of the New Testament will convince 

one that the fact of God's e l e ction is deeply embed ded there, 

and when one recognises the part the doctrine has played in the 

development of Christian th ought throughout the centuries there 

comes the r ealisation that t o cast aside t his aspect of the 

Faith is to break with historic Christianity. 

The writer is convinced t hat the rediscovery of the 

doctrine of e l ect ion will furnish the Church and the proc l ama­

tion of the Gospel with that "object ivi ty" so needed in a day 

when pietism, theol ogical liberalism, and Pe lagianism all too 
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readily rear the i r ugly heads within the Church , espec ially 

amidst the doctrinal fluidity necessarily wrought by ecumenical 

discussion. 

Further, we may not re peat classical e xpos itions of this 

doctrine, since theology is always relati ve to the wor d of God 

as i t speaks to every gene rat i on . Many at the same time do not 

feel happy about the classical e xpositions of this doctrine and 

their r e l ationsh i p to other aspects of Chr i stian theology: 

t hErefore this i s an attempt to explore e l ection from within, 

to undErst and i ts 11 core 11 and to r ephrase i ts essent ial message . 

In all this i t must be borne in mind that a doc t rine can only 

be r ejected if i t is shown to be theologi cally unsound , not 

just because we emotionally dislike i t . 

Finally 1 from the literature available, it appears that 

Calvin is best unde r stood on the continent , not so well under­

stood i n nri tai n, and least und e rstood in South Africa. If 

thi s thes i s contributes in our present situat i on to a bette r 

understanding of e l Ection and as an introduction to thE theology 

of Calvin the wr iter will be content : it has done this for him. 

(iv) 



SUMMARY. 

Chapter One : The Origins and ear l y discussion of Election . 

Election is strictly speaking to be distinguished from 
predes t ination . Electi on is a fundamental motif of the Old and 
New Testaments . There are two strands in the New Testament , 
Joh~nnine and Paul ine, which are not reconciled , The basic 
attitude of the Fath~rs to elect ion lacks clarity; they lay em­
phasis on free - will. some statements of the early Fathers on 
e l ection : I Clement 9 I gnatius, I I Clement, Eitrmas . With the 
Apologists the election motif almost disappears. statements 
from Justin Mar tyr and the martyrdom of Polycarp . With 
Irenaeus the term " pre destination " reappears . Quotations from 
Tertullian, Clement of' Alexandria, and Cyfirian . General obser­
vati ons on the Fathers' attitude to e lection , In the s econd 
century the Pauline strand overshadows the Johann ine strand : 
three reasons for this. Ambrose on elect i on . Conclusion: no 
fixe d doctrine of e l ect i on in the Church befor e August ine . 

Chapter T"'Vo : st . Augustine on Elect ion, 

Calvin received a strong bias on the subject from Augustine 
who was the first to tr(at the doctrine seriously . · The influmce 
on Platonism on Aueustine . . His early teaching on man. His 
ideas on e lection we r e fixed by A. D. ·397. The Pelagian contro­
versy produce adaptations of earlier thought on predestination , 
Hi s mature t eaching on original s in . His view of grace . 
Augustine stresses the two acts of God : election and pre terition , 
Double predestination? Augustine was the forerunner of supra­
lapsarianism. His ' defi ni tion ' of predestinat i on . Predest ina­
tion and perseverance . Tne order of the divine decrees . Pre­
de st inat ion and Christ. Crit ici sm of Augus t ine's position . 

Chapter Three : Intr oduction to Calvin ' s Doctrine of Election . 

The place the doctrine holds in his theology according to 
vari ous theologi E.ns . Calvin' s pron ounc ed a im in writ i ng theo­
l ogy. An examinat i on of hi s expos ition of the doctrine in the 
first e dition of the Institutes : his basic id eas do not alter 
i n l a t e r editions . Hi s first formal exposition of pr e destina­
ti on.in the confession of Faith , 1537 . His treatment in the 
second editi on of the Inst i tutes . An examination of the vary­
ing positions given to the doctr i ne to show that pr e destination 
was not the central notif i n Calvin ' s theol ogy : the Institutes , 
the cate cl1ism, the Confessions . Pre destination be came incre as­
ingly important because of the con t r ove rsies with P i ghius , 
Bolsec, and caste llio. Niesel ' s commen t : ' he found in it the 
expression of the evangelical doctri ne of grace' . The place 
gi ven the doct r ine by Calvin shows the great pr actical r ele­
van ce of elect i on to h im. rhe f~ctors which influenced his 
f or mul at i on : Scripture , Augustine, and Bucer . The doctrine is 
not peculiar to Calv in: it is common to al l the Re formers . 
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Chapter Four: Presupeositions: Calvin's doctrine of man and 
doctrine of God: 

The Imago dei as it appears in Calvin's theology. His view 
of Original Sin. The doctrine of Total depravity. The wi ll in 
nature. Man 's knowledge of God after tbe I•1 a ll and natural 
religion. The basis for Calvin's doctrine of God . The relation 
between God's action and man's life in the world . Calvin's 
attitude to secondary causes. His two conceptions of God's 
actions in relation to the world. T'!J O objections to his under­
standing of C'rod. 

Chaeter Five: Calvin's Doctrine of Election . 

The influence of Isidore (7th C.) and Gottschalk (9th C.). 
Calvin definitely warns against the speculative approach to 
election. His th~ology is regulated by the Incarnation. Our 
knowledge of the divine purposes must be gained from the Word. 
Calvin 1 s defin ition of predestinat ion. Was Calvin infra- and 
supralapsarian? calvin ' s doctrine of Reprobation: he 
struggles to r e concile the two causes of re probation 1 God's 
counsel und man's sin . Effectual calling: a. the covenant, 
b. the four signs of vocation : the Gospel 1 Christ 9 faith 9 and 
sanctificat ion. 

Chaeter Six: Calvin' s Doctrine of Election (cont.) 

Election in relat ion to the Church. Election and the 
sacraments . Election and the Scriptures . Election and Christ: 
i. the r elation of those ele ct ed to Christ . ii. Christ's part 
in their election. iii. Christ ' s work and the e lect. The pro­
clamation of tbe Gospe l. A criticism of Calvin's position. 
An appreciation of ~alvin's emphases. 

Chaeter seven: Election in the Refor_!lled Confessions of Faith. 

The confessions must be tested in the light of the modern 
understanding of scripture. The danger of s ystematisation. An 
out l ine of Infra- an d Supr alapsarianism. An examination of se ­
lected confessions: confessio Gallicana 

· confessio Belgica 
C onfe ssio Scoti can a 
The Thirty Nine Artic l es 
The Second Helvetic Confession 
The Heidelberg Catechism 
The Synod of Dart 
The ~i'estminster Confession. 

The bas ic agree ments be tween the confessions : 
a. Ab solut e predestina tion is a c ommon presupposit i on. 
b." The nature of predestination :. it is s E:e n as particular 

and accordin g to the go od pleasur e of .God . 
c . Predestination includes the mtans to se:tlvation. 
d. The objec t of predestin a ti on : basically the y present 

the infralapsarian position . 
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Election in the confessions compared with the biblical appr oach 
t o e l e c t i on : 

a . The difference in ' tone,. between the confession s o.nd 
Scripture. 

b. The place assigne d to reprobation . 
c. The doctrinal pe rversi on caused by the usage of the 

term "decree ". 
d. The influence of Eph. 1.4 "before the foundation of the 

world ....• " 
e . The misunderstanding of thE relation of time and 

etern ity. 

The essential message of the confessions . 

Chapter Eight : Conclusion. 

We must point the way to an underst and ing of divine e l ect i on 
consonc.nt with scripture . T!JE:; various r eact i ons to predestina­
tion caused through unheal thy speculutions . 7he wapning of the 
Westminste r Divines . 

The fundamental trc:..ditional e rror: equat i ng "elect i on" and 
11predestino.t ion 11 • ~~e muy not interpret predestination from a 
philosophic standp oint, but strictly from a rel i gious point of 
view. The various philosophic problems which ha ve been r aised 
are not e ven touched upon by the writers of Scripture.. Pr edes­
tin-.:.t ion i s the i nd i cation thc:: t salvut i on i G of' God •. Kuyper's 
rem~rk. Interpreting predestination on ~n eternity/t i me scheme 
harms ti1e Christirul concept of God: He becomes pre-temporal. 

.u.t the basis of our study is the belief that Jesus Christ 
is the source of al l knowl edge of God : this applies equally to 
e l ection which must be understood in Chris tologi ca l terms . 
There ho.ve b een two emphases i n discussing election: the anthrn­
pologic o. l and the theol ogical. The forme r does not do justice 
to the f act of God ' s election. 

There is no decretum absolutum: we cannot go behind Christ 
to lm ow the will of God . Christ sums up a ll e l ect i on : that of 
Israel ~nd the Church. He is the Chosen One : but He i s a lso the 
One who chooses . 

The t r•o.di tiona.l doctrine h ..... s misunderstood t he object of 
election. Christ i s the Elect One who bears our reprobut ion in 
Himself . "Double predestinut ion" muy be spoken of only in 
terms of calvary: here tbe Elect beurs our r eprobat i on and 
r ejection. The two attributes of God , me r cy and justice, ar e 
not divided . Throue:h the .Kesurrection the whole of humanity is 
placed und er the s i r:n of' God 's electiont this does not imply 
universc.l ism. hilection must be confessed thr ough faith . 
Election is therefore u livin£ &ct e ver confront ing us in Christ. 
11Fre e- will " un uns cript ur&l word us C.ll vin perce ived . There is 
freedom only where the gracious ne ws of God ' s elect i on is pro­
claimed~ Reprobation is the denial of God ' s choice of us ­
r eprobation r e mains a mystery . It reveals the depravity of 
man 1 s nature . 

Only in God ' s election does t!ie Church find her basis for 
preaching the Gospel . The Church is indebted to John Calvin 
for having perceived this so clearly~ 
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l. 
CHAPTER ONE 

THE EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF THE DOCTRINE OF ELECT.I.$lli. 

In our study of John Gulvin's doctrine of election a 

very brief attempt will be made to undtrst&nd the development 

of this doctrine from the Old ~nd New Testaments through the 

early F&the rs to St. Augustine, to w11om Gulvin constantly refers 

in the Institut§_§_of the Christian Religion and in his various 

polemical works. This will pr event us from the ever-recurring 

error of ascribing to John Calvin the honour or dishonour for 

originating the doctrine of predestination which, in fact, has 

been one of the most con tentious subjects in the history of 

Christian doctrine . 1 

stri ct ly spe aking e l ec tion i s to be distinguished from 

predestination wit h which it is ur. ually confounded. 2 The idea 

of predestination runs through Scripture in rel at ion to the 

all-embracing, compr ehensive design of the Di v i ne will in 

cre a tion, providence and salvation . Election refers to the 

s pecial ·.wrk of God in his redemptive purpose . Predes t ination 

is the more spec ulative idea, whi l e e l ection is tbe more 

religious idea. However 9 in our study we shall re gard the 

terms as being synonymous, following the usage of John Calvin 

and other gr eat exponents of this doctrine . "Pre destin ation 11 

as well as 11el6ction 11 will b6 used in a sot6riological context 

un l ess otherwise indicated. 

Election in the Old and New Testaments . 

Election is a fundamen t al motif of the the oloe y of the 

Old and New Testaments, lying at the ver y hear t of revelation 

and r e de m p t i on • Its essence in the Old Testament is that God 

1 pre destinat i on has, howe ver, n6ver been discusse d alone in 
controversy . Original s in, the extent of th6 atone ment, rund 
the nature of gr ace have always be en discussed together with 
predestination . 

2 For election - Heb . Gk . C. ~ ~ ~C''/~ 
For pr edes tination - Heb . . '{, ~ .., 

. - "{ • 
}':$~ 
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has chosen a nation from among other peoples to make her his 

own3. Although this choosing by God was a fundamental cer-

2 . 

tainty of Israel's f a ith, it nevertheless rema ined outside the 

r ealm of rational explanation . The only reason giV.en why He 

had chosen them was t ha t He l oved t hem and desired to be fai t h-

ful to His covenant with and promi se t o their ancestors . 4 The 

people was elect because it was loved by God. 5 The only 

possible ex planat i on was t hat e l ec tion had its ground in God 

Himself i n His sover eign freedom of acti on . For Israe l, 

elect ion was no mere conce pt but an incontrovert ible fact of 

h ist ory: she was the living proof t hat God elects according 

t o his gr ace . She, on the other hand , was called to approve 

herself worthy of God 's choice by he r obedience to the Law. 6 

Yet God ' s election was not by arbitrary capr ice; it was always 

directed towards the fulfilling of His plan f or the salvation 

of the world . The peop l e had been chosen t o exe cute a missi on 

· among the nations; and whi le its e lecti on carried with it cer­

tain privileges (divine blessing, protection and delive rance ) , 

i t i mposed an obligat i on impossible t o avoid without b e ing 

unfaithful or b r eaking the covenant . Thus the fact of divine 

e l ect i on i s s t amped i ndel ib ly on t he Old Testament : t he 

e l ection of Israel as God ' s people , narrowin g t o the choice of 

a r emnant wit bin Israe l, i s the Old Testament prelud e to the 

coming of the e l ect One, from whose action the Christian Church 

is called int o being as t he company of the elect , continually 

en l ar ging its range and membersh i p . 7 

3 G~ C . Berkouwer , Divine El e ction, Pg. 311. 
Here attent i on IS drawn to t11'€ fact that the Hebrew 11b achar" 
(t o e l ect ) does not mean simply " choosing from" but the 
divine grant i ng of His good pleasure . 
Cf . N. H. Snai th, The Distinctive Ideas of the Old Testament , 

Pg. 131 - 142 . 
4 Deut . 4 :37 7 : 8 10:15. 
5 Deut .. 23 :5 . 
6 

7 
J . Jocz, A Theology of El ect ion, Pg. 58 . 

J . G~ Riddell, God ' s Eternal Decrees , a r ticle in 
Journal of Theol ogy , Vol . 2 (1949 ) , Pg. 360 . 

the Scott i s h 



3. 

Finding i ts source in the classical Old Testament under­

standing of the immediate cr eat ive activity of the l ivi ng God -

"the priority of tlle divine " - and in the apocalyptic presuppo­

sition of God's dete rminati on e ven ove r the powers of the pre­

sent e vil age, election was from first to last one of tne most 

deeply rooted preconce~tions of the Apostolic writers. 8 The 

New Te stament is full of this theme, and i ts vocabul ary-

K)\\j1"0S) K '>V ")"\Y l ~ , f_\-( '1\\:.\ZTO~ ,£'K~r.:;. '{~~st\1c / ~\-< ,~\ '\c:'o..J 
displays this emphas i s quite cl e arly. 

The c ontent and purpose of New Testament passages which 

touch on e l ec t i on are alwa ys test i mony to divine favour: there 

i s an utter absence of a definite and deliberate e l ec ti on to 

de struction.9 In the New Testament the fact that they are 

e l ected certifies to those who c onst itute the Christian commu-

nity that they are the new and true Israel, the people of God 

partaking in all the promises . 10 Election reve als to th6m 

that they are called to salvation in sanctification11; that 

they are called of God, justified and already gl orifiea12; 

t hat unto them is given the myst e ry of the k i ngdom of God13; · 

that they a r e blessed by God the Fathe r of J esus Chr ist14. 

In the New Testament election revolves around three divine 

movements : the divine ordination to d iscipleshi~, to the 

apostolate , and to the ·community . This is essent ially a parti-

cipat i on in the salvation of the present Mess ianic kingdom. 

Elect i on is present in the Synoptic Gospe ls . J esus 

often de liberately casts Hi s teaching into parabolic form to 

8 E. Stauffer, New Testament Theology. Pg. 5lf . 

9 F . Davidson, Pauline Predestination , Pg. 26 . 
10 l Pete r 2 : 9 
11 2 Thess. 2:13. 
12 Rom. 8 :30 . 
13 Mk. 4:11. 
l4 Eph. l :3f. 
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pr even t those not spiri tually prepared from responding to it.
1

5 

Mor eover, in a str ange affir mation He states that many are 

called but f ew ar e chosen16 , that few will be saved17 , and that 
18 

every pl ant not planted by His Father would be rooted up . 

In the book of the Acts e l ect i on is set within a mi s sion-

ary con text. In Peter ' s fi r st sermon he explicitly states 

that : 

11For to you is the promise, and to your child~en , and to 
all that are afar off, even as many as the Lord our God 
shall call unto Him11 , 19 

Simil arl y when Paul turns to the Gentiles at Antioch it is 

stated that "as many as were ordained to eternal life believed '1•
20 

Howeve r , the t wo main strands of teaching are never 

brought together , those of St . Paul and St . John . 

st . Paul scarcely ever touches upon the question of indi-

'd 1 d t • t' 21 v1 ua pre e s 1na 1on he is sur e that th ose wh o have been 

cal led and justified have a lso been predestinated by God
22 

but 

he nowhere works out the relationship between the individual 

and Church in regard to election. Ra ther for him all who have 

been baptised ha ve put on Christ , and are therefore Abraham ' s 

seed and heirs of the promise s of God. 23 El ect i on to Paul is 

pr imaril y corporate and the Church is "the eschatalogi cal 

congregation", chosen by God i n the last times to proclaim the 

Gospel in the short interim before the End . 24 This same 

15 
16 

17 
18 

19 
20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

Matt . 7 :13f. 
Matt . 22 :14. 
Luke 13 : 23f . 
Matt . 15 : 13 . 
Act s . 2 : 39 . 
Acts. 13 :48 . 
In the light of moder n scholarship Romans 9- 11 cann ot be 
interpreted in terms of individual salvation and damnation . 
Paul discusses here the destiny of God ' s peop l e, Israe l, 
n ot the ete rnal f ate of individual s . 

Rom. 8:29f . 

Gal. 3 : 27f. 
. ' 

It will be n oted that i n various places in this study I am in-
deb~ed to S.h . Russell for certain insight s taken from the 
thesis A Study in Augustine and Calvin of the Church regarded 
as the i1ilrri5er of' the e l ect and as the bod~ of tbe baptised . 



understanding of election as cor~orate is found also in I Peter 

and the Apocalypse: individuals are addressed or referred to 

as 11 elect 11 because they belong to the Church. 

The second strand is found in St. John where the Divine 

pre-ordination realises itself as each individual decides for 

or against Christ within history. The writer sees history 

as conflated with the End, and therefore already pregnant with 

decisions to be revealed at the Last Judgement. Here Jesus 

states explicitly that all whom the Father had given Him 

should come to Him2\ while no man is able to come t o Him 

unless he is drawn by the Father. 26 The Johannine writer 

sees history as conflated with the End and therefore already 

pregnant with the decisions to be revealed at the Last Judge-

ment; Paul 9 however, obeys his own injunction to judge nothing 

before the Day27 and therefore can only understand God ' s pre-

destinati on directly in r e lation to the eschatalogical community· 

and no t to the individuals of which that community is composed. 28 

Both writers r e late election closely with Jesus Christ . 

According to Paul we are chosen by the Father in Christ b efore 

the foundation of the world2 9 and 'this i s quite in accord with 

his whole theology. As Christ is the seed o·t: Abraham to Whom 

all the promises belong, we only share in them as we share in 

Hi s e l e c t i on . In the Fourth Gospel also the work of election 

belongs to the Son as well as to the Father3° and the sayings 

which r efer to the donation of the e lect to the Son by the 

Father must be int erpreted in conforrni ty to the subordination-

within-equality patte rn found in the Gospel in expl ication of 

25 6 Jn. : 37 . 
26 Jn. 6:44 . 
27 I cor. 4:5. 
28 S.h. Russe ll 9 Op.cit. Pg . 68 . 
29 Eph. 1 :4. 
30 Jn. 13 :18 ; 15:15,19. 
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the relationship between the Pather and Son.31 Election in 

both writers is thoroughly Christocentric 9 but in st. Paul the 

emphasis lies on identification with Christ in vihom9 as the seed 

of Abraham, all the promises are Yea and Amen, while in st. John 

the importance lies on the inescapable decision to faith and 

obedience evoked by the Judgement of God Who has entered history. 

In concluding Biblical representation of election we 

must agree with warfield when he says 

ltit is not too much to say that it is fundamental to the 
whole religious consciousness of the Biblical writers, 
and is so involved in all their religious conceptions 
that to eradicate it would transform the entire 
scriptural representation 11 .32 

The Fathers on_~lection. 
Turning to the Fo.thers we find tho.t this doctrine is not 

as prominent in their writings as in the New Testament. It is 

generally asserted that the lack of discussion on election in 

the early Church was the result of the peculiar apologetic 

situation which they faced. The early Church was not able. to 

do justice to the doctrine of God ' s counsel and decree because 

of the necessary emphasis with which man's moral nature, free-

dom and r espons ibility had to be defended over against heathen 

fatalism and gnost ic naturalism~3 Man was seen as injured by 

the Fall yet he remained free and was able to accept the grace 

offered him by God. Torrance 's conclusion reveals why God's 

act of election played a minor role among the Fathers, 

11 ••.• religion was thought of primarily in terms of 
man's acts towards God, in the striving toward 
justification, much less in terms of God 's acts for 34 man which put him in the right with God once and for all" . 

While the earl i er Fathers allude to the doctrine of election, 

they do not appear to have had a cl ear conception of it; thus 

absolute pr e destination and irr·trsistible gr ac6 were not taught. 

3l cf. K. Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol 2, Pt. 2 9 Pg. 106. 

32 B. B. Warfield, Biblical Foundations, Pg. 246. 

33 H. Bavinck, The Doctrine o~od 9 Pg . 345 . 
34 T. Torrance, The Doctrine of Grace in the Apostol i c Fathers , 

Pg. 133 . 



7. 
Berkhof affirms that 11 on the whole they regarded it as the 

prescience of God with r eference to human deeds 9 on the basis 

tt 35 of which He determines their :future destiny . God was seen 

as giving up to unbelief those whose persistent unbelief He 

foresees 9 and electing those whose merits He foresees. Both 

Brunner and Cunningham36 believe the emphasis placed on man's 

freedom and responsibility by the early Fathers to be a reaction 

against the idea of Fate which dominated the_,philosophies and 

religious systems they opposed. In this situation they were 

l ed to the extreme opposite to predestination 9 to a doctrine of 

Free Will which they developed in common with tbe stoic idea 

of &._\..1\t_~Cvcr\...OV as the presu_Jposition of moral responsi­
..> 

bility. some ambicuity is apparent also Vihen one tries to 

understand ._Jrecisely what some of their statements on grace 

imply 9 for they occur commonly in polemics against the Gnost ic 

sects to whom a fatalistic principle was congenial. 37 Martin 1 s 

statement sums up their attitude:· 

"the iae n tal attitude of the Fathers is determined by a 
close adherence to the received sacred pronouncements 
and by the endeavour to repel whatever in contemporary 
cult s appeared plainly contrary to them11 ,38 

We must no':' consider briefly some statements of the early 
Fathers on election. 

j 1 

Selected Statements of the fath~rs on Electjon. 
In I Clement we find the most definite tea6Bing on 

election in the post-Apostolic age. At the beginning of his 

l etter to the corinthians he c0nsure s their strife as being 

fo r e ign to those "who are the elect of God,tt39 He proceeds 

t o r e mind them of the early days of the Church when they 

--------------------
35 L~ Be rkhof 9 Systematic The ology, Pg. 109 . 
36 E. Brunner 9 The Christian Doctrine of God 9 Vol.. I, Pg .. 340. 
_ cf. wm. cunningham, Historical The ol£SX, Vol, I, Pg. 325 . 

37 Wm. Cunningham9 Historical Theology 9 Vol . I 9 Pg . 325 . 
38 A.S. Martin, Encyclopeadia of 

in an article on Ele ction 9 

39 Clem. Rom. Epist . ad Corinth . 

rte ligion and Ethics, Vol .V 9 

Pg. 259 . 
i :l 
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strucgled that " the numbe r of God' s elect mi ght be saved 11 .40 

He then continues to te l l them to approach the Lord, loving the 

Father "who has made us .... .. a part of the elec t ion 11 . 4l One 

of h is final benedictions is "may the al l-seeing God, who 

elected the Lord Jesus Christ and us thr ough him to be a 

peculiar people, grant to every boul faith, fear? pat i ence 9 

peace ..• u42 'rhe question is whether Clement understonds 

election primari l y in the corporate Pauline sense or is 

referring to the divine act predetermining an individual to 

fin d salvation in Christ . There is some evidence in favour 

of the latte r alternative 9 but is insuffi cient to take a defi-

ni te stand upon . The thought in his penultimate blessing is . 

in line with Ephesia..Yls and I Peter - and shows a definite 

Pauline trace . 

Ignatius
9 

a considerable theologian, mentions election 

twice . He addresses the Church in Ephesus as 11 alvvays pre -

destinated before the worlds to glor y that it should be .•... 

e lecte d in true suffering'' . 43 and the Churcl1 of the Trallians 

is referred to as "elect and worthy of God '1
•
1+4 Election is 

used of the Churcl1, being a corpor ate rather than an individual 

conception. Here also we have the idea of a rre - o~dained 

Church. Th i s same thought of a pre - existent Clmrch occurs in 

II Clement in a confused passage whe re the Church is seen as 

exist i ng from the beginning as spiritual , and that this spirit­

ual Church was manifested in the flesh of Chris t.45 Similarly 

40 Ibi£. i : 2 
41 Ibid . i : 29 
42 Ibid. i : 58 

The above quotations from CJ_.~ --~.~~~t:s Epistle a r e taken f r om 
G. S . Faber, The Primit ive Doc·v.::-ine of EJ:~_2_tion 9 Pgs . 2jl- 233 . 

43 J . B. Li ghtfoot 9 The ~postol:ic Fathers 9 Pg. 105. 
44 Ibi£, Pg . 116. 
45 Ibid 9 Pg . 50. 



the pre- existent Church is found i n Hermas, where the Church is 

pictured as an old woman because she was created before all 

things and before the world was formed . 46 We may safely say1 

therefore, that evidence points to the idea of a pre- existent 

and hence pre-ordained Church held during the first half of 

the second century.47 

If the writings of the Apostolic Fathers reflect a decline 

of interest in the election- motif in the theology of the Church 9 

in the latter part of the second century interest almost van-

ishes . However, in fairness it must be recognised that the 

principal writers whose works have come down to us from the 

middle of t __ e century were the Apol ogists - and the doctrine of 

election is rarely the mainspring of a defence of tne Christ ian 

Fai th . The emphasis in the Apologists, as we have noted, is 

upon man ' s free will; and it is probably through them that the 

distinction betwe en foreknowl edge and foreordination ( a dis­

tinction unknown to the Hebrew mind) vvas introduced into 

Christian theology.48 The words of Justin Martyr, converted 

to the Faith about 130 A. D. , are also of interest: 

"God has shown that those who have be en e le cte d out of 1149 every nation are, through Chrt.is t, obedient to His counsel 

and tben, linking election with calling, 

" God has e l ected us ..•.. through the like calling that 
He called Abraham •.• through that voice He hath called 
all of us ." 50 

There is, further, the interesting phrase which occurs in the 

account of the martyrdom of Polycarp: 

" and the whol e multitude marvelled that tbere should 
be such a difference between the unbelievers and the 
elect ". 

Here elect appears to i nd icate one who is a belisver.5l 

46 Ibid , Pg. 302. 
47 S. H. Russell, OE . Cit., Pg. 71 . 
48 S.ll. Russell, Op . Cit ., Pg. 75 . 
49 G. S . Faber, The pr imitive Doctrine of Election, Pg . 282. 

SO Ibid, Pg. 272. 
51 Ibid, Pg. 237 . 
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The wr itings of Irenaeus bring us into a different atmos-

phere from that of the A~ ologists, being primarily polemic 

directed against the herEtic rather than apology to woo the 

pagan, In this writer the term " pr edestination" re-appears 9 

though his usage se ldom approaches the classical meaning given 

to the term by Augustine . It is used first in t he context 

of creat ion : God predestinate s all things, for ms them as He 

ple ases , gives harmony to all things, and assigns them their 

place.52 Almost as a corollary of this ~redestination is 

applied to the.Divine plan of sal vation. God predete rmined 

all things beforehand with r espect to His dispensations to 

bring man to perfection 53; our Lord did eve rything in the 

order and time which was foreknown by God . 54 sometimes he 

approaches the class i cal mean ing of the elect, when he says 

that when the predetermined number i s completed those who are 

enrolled to life shall rise again . 55 But this is never f ully 

developed and lacks integra tion in his thought . Moreover, 

he also preserves a ful l y libertarian doctrine of the will 9 

because men are plainly the cause themselves of whe ther they 

become wheat or chaff . 56 Irenaeus dwells parti cularly on the 

Church and her rela tion to Israel: 

1rBy the tower of election 9 everyw'::ere exalted and beauti-· 
ful, the Lord de livered to othe r husbandmen .... the f igura­
tive vineyar d, now no longer hedged about but expanded to 
the whol e world ". 57 

However, with Irenaeus the idea of pre destinat ion is primar ily 

in relation to cr eation and is never ·brought into direct r ela-

tion to the salvation of individuals . 

After Tertullian the theme of election almost entir e ly 

52 Ad v. Haer . II. ii. M.P . G. VII c . 714. 
53 Adv. Haer . IV. xxxvii. M.P.G. VII c . 1104. 
54 Ibid . III. xvi M.J:. G. VI I c. 926 , 

55 Ibid. II xxxiii M,P.G. VII c. 834. 

56 Ibid. IV . iv M. P. G. VII c , 983 . 
57 4 G.S. Faber 9 .The Primitive Doctrine of Electi~!:!, 9 Pg. 2 1. 
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disappears from weste rn theology for the next hundred and fifty 

years. OnE of the ,t)rimary reasons for this disappearance was 

the concern of the western Church with c ontroversies on Church 

order and the Trinity 9 while discussions on tlH: nature of 

grace drc ·ed into the background. 

Towards the end of the second century Clement of Alex-

andria wrote: 
11 I define the Chupch to be, not the mere place of 
assembling, but the general assE-mbly of the elect" . 58 

and, further, 
"we say that there is only one ancient and catholic 
Church .... those already ordained? whom God has pre­
destinated 11. 59 

Only Cyprian (258 A.D.) touches on e lection when he shows 

that if anyone forsakes his faith he cannot think that "he is 

e lected t o a reward of gl ory 11
9 and he shall be punished . "For 

the Lord elected Judas also among the Apost l es: and yet Judas 

afterward be ~~ayed the Lord "· E)O 

General Observations on the at titude of the :E'ELthers to Electi on . . 
It r emuins for tis llOYf to summarize in some general 

observations the attitudes adopted to election by Christian 

writers before Augustine . From the quotations we can see that, 

a de veloped doctrine being absent 9 most of the writers merely 

allude to it in passing. 

we have seen how in the second century the Pauline strand 

in New Testament teaching on e l ection came to the fore to the 

total exclusion of the Johannine understanding of the question . 

In one way the Pauline strand was further developed to include 

the aspect of the pre- ordained and pre-exi stent Church. On the 

other ~and, the word "elect " t ended to be come a synonym for 

the ordinary 9 faithful Church-member 9 and did not imply any 

idea of individual predetermination . In the Ap ologists , the 

58 Ibid . 
59 Ibid. Pg . . 242 . . 
60 Ibid. Pg. 243 . 
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idea of election ceases to belong to the content of the Faith 

itself, but instead is dealt with in a kind of philosophical 

prolegomena to theological discussion. It merely becomes a 

matter of divine foreknowledge, having no vital effect upon 

the work of salvation. 61 

There are basically three reasons for the neglect of the 

Johannine strand of teaching on election in the second century. 

Firstly, the threat of Gnosticism with its various forms of 

determinism where men were divided by nature into the three 

groups of Q-'.::l.f)l<::: \1.:: i)\.. 

caused the Church to emphasise its historic nature as the 

common society of salvation. The emphasis was laid on histori-

cal tradition, while hierarchy in the catholic Church was pri-

marily related to historical event - succession going back to 

the Apostles~ not to individual spiritual gift or insight. On 

this ground, any idea of individual predestination was suspect 

as being destructive of the idea of the Catho l ic Church~ which 

was the strong bulwark against Gnostic heresies. 

Then, the Church in the second century constantly used 

the moral superiority of the Christians as an argument for the 

Faith. In some of the Gnostic sects~ however, "predestination" 

and antinomianism were closely allied. The Church therefore 

had no desire to reinforce Gnostic fatalism by stating that 

salvation depends entirely upon the predestinating will of 

God, which all human efforts could not alter . 

Thirdly, the chief reason fo r the neglect of Divine 

election i s the diminishing eschatalogical expectancy. Election 

is in fact 11 inaugurated 11 eschatology - the recognition that the 

final Divine purposes are at work in the present. The esahata-

logical commun ity i s not over-concerned about commending it se lf 

t o the world, or protecting its members against heresy, for it 

61 I am grateful to S. H. Russell for certain insights here . 
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believes, itself to be living on the eve of Judgement Day- but 

just these two activities were the principal concerns of the 

second century Church. It can in fact e said that predesti-

nation only becomes existentially intelligible vritbin ·too esc.hata­

logical community. 62 By the second ce ury the eschatalogical 

awareness of the Church had been lost- ·thad ceased to regard 

itself as the eschatalogical community a d instead had become 

the catholic Church, so that the whole idea of election and 

predestination had be come almost unintel,ligible. 

To sum up we may say that the Fatl1ers did not begin with 

a decree of God bgrt wi th the believing el perience of the saved. 

Their main thoughts were that Jesus is t r e Elect of God, that 

His e lection has no other object than thle e lection of the Church, 

and thu.t the Chui,'.ch liyes to bring the world ~o God. 63 

Ambrose on Election. l . . . . 
Finally, 1 t is necc ssory· for us t mention Ambrose (A;·n. 

333.), the forerunner of Augustine upon t r e subject of sin and 

grace. In a comment on Genesis 16 he notes that: 

11 the Church of God a lways existed in predestination •.. • 
..• but yet, by the will of the Lord, it was reserved 
for a certain time .•• " 

There is also his saying about God calling those whom He deigns 

to call, and making religious whom He wi 1, which was so often 

quoted by Augustine during the course of the Pelagian contra-

versy and by Calvin in his Institutes. .ut at the same time 

Ambrose l ays a firm stress upon human re ponsibi l ity - Christ 

often comes to the door and knocks, not allowed to 

enter , it is our fault not His . 64 Thus Ambrose holds back 

from any doctrine of absolute predestination - God wishes all 

to be His, and it is a man's fault if he is not part of God 's 

people. 65 Predestination does play a part in his thought; he 

62 
S.H. Russell, Op . Cit . Pg. 79 . 

63 A.S. Martin, Op. Cit ., Pg. 259 . 
64 Expos. Ps . 118. xii. 13. XV. c. 1436. 
65 In a comment on Ps. 39. 
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can say tbat both the Church and the saints were fore-ordained 

before the world began66 , but he also says that predestination 
is according to foreseen merit. 67 

. · • ' I. ' 

conclusion. 

Our study of the discussion on election or predestination 

before the time of Augustine therefore leads us to the conclu-

sion that there was no fixed doctrine generally accepted by the 

Church at large. In fact, it is obvious that there was much 

misunderstanding and a groping towards the truth - it was left 

to Augustine to attempt a systematic formulation of the doc-

trine of election. This we shall have to examine in the 

following chapter. 

66 De Fide Chri s tiana III. x. 64. XVI. c. 627. 
67 Ibid. V. vi. 83. XVI. p. 665. 
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CHABTER T::fO, 

ST, ~UGUSTH::E ON E1,EQ'riO;N s 

Calvin, primarily a biblical expositor, regarded Scripture 

as his ultimate and decisive authority for matters of faith. 

Election and reprobation were to him a definite part of God's 

revelation in Scripture. His mind, however, had received a 

strong bias on these fr om st . Augustine's writings (A.D.354-

430). 1 A rapid comparison with Augustine's Anti-Pelagian· 

writings is enough to show that Calvin reproduces in large mea-

sure his arguments, the only considerable difference being that 

Calvin lays greater stress on reprobation. An examinati on of 

relevant sections of the Institutes and tne Consensus Genevensis, 

De aeterna Dei praedestinatione (1552), where Calvin maintains 

that God has chosen some men to salvation and left others to 

their destruction, reveals that Augustine is his main reference 

and authority among the Fathers . 

Augustine? the first to treat the Doctrine of Predestination 
Seriously. 

Having considered briefly some statements on election 

prior to Augustine by leading exponents of the Christian Faith 

we are justified in agreeing with Brunner ' s blunt statement that 

"before Augustine there was no doctrine of predestination". 2 

:B1rom Augustine onwards the doctrines of predestination, irresi.sti:-

ble grace and the perseverance of the saints appear time and 

again in the attempts of theologians to understand the relation 

between the sovereignty of God and the free-will of man. 

Latourette's assertion that no other Christian thinker after 

Paul has so profound ly influenced the Christianity of Western 

Europe both in its Protestant and Catholic forms is clearly 

1 Inst. 2.3.8 11 ... I think it not out of place to show my 
accordance with a man whose authority is justly 
of so much weight in the Christian world ". 

2 E. Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of God , Vol.I, Pg. 340. 
cf. also 1 . Berkhof, Systematic Theology , Pg. 109. 
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illustrated in the controversies on grace and free-will in the 

Church, where Augustine's name is constantly invoked and his 

writings repeatedly guoted.3 

With Augustine predestination assumed new prominence 

since his doctrine had little historical background,4 being a 

new creation drawn not from earlier Christian sources exclu-

sively; he was influenced basically by four different sources, 

namely, a study of the Epistle to the Romans, his own personal 

experience of conversion, the strong influence of Ambrose, 

Bishop of l\IIilan ("an Augustine before Augustine 11 )
5 , and the 

ideas which he imbibed from his philosophic studies. His doc-

trine must be seen as arising within the context of a deep 

sense of moral failure and absolut e dependence on the grace of 

God for salvation, so that in the last resort it is a religious 

rather than a philosophic doctpine. 6 

The Influence of Platonism. 

Augustine for a time taught simple prescience7 but after 

deeper r eflection and progress in the knowledge of the Scripture 

( e sp . the Epist le to t l1e .ttomans) he not only retracted it as 

false but powerfully confuted it. It is usual to attribute the 

libertari an elements in his earlier thought to Platonism; 8 and 

thougb there is probably considerable truth in this, it is not 

necessarily so. There is also a deterministic strain in 

Platonism wh ich becomes prominent when that philosophic strain 

comes int o contact with Stoicism and it can be detecte d in such 

a thinker as Clement of Alexandria. This strain is not 

3 K.S. Latourette , A History of Christiani!l, Pg. 174. 
4 A. S. Mart in in an article on 11Ele ct ion 11 in the Encyc loQaed ia 

of Religi on and Ethics , Vol . 5, Pg. 260. 
5 R. Seeberg, The History of Doctrines, Pg . 308. 
6 H. Bet t enson, Documents of the Christian Church, Pg. 81. 
7 G.C. Berkouwer, Divine Election, Pg. 36 . 
8 Essay by D. E. Rober t s on The Earl iest v~ritings , .l?g.l24, in 

A Companion to the Study of St .~ugustine by R. vv . Battenhouse . 
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entirely absent from the earlier thought of Augustine: in the 

Soliloquies he speaks of Wisdom allowing herself to be embraced 

by only "a very few chosen lovers". 9 

His early Teaching on Man. 

The first early treatise of Augustine relevant to our 

discussion is De Libera Arbitrio, which may be regarded as the 

bes t exposition of \Jhat may be called the J:!eculiarly Augustin-

ian brand of Nee-platonism written against the Manichees to 

explain the nature and origin of evil. The Pelagians later 

maintained, with some justification, that his position in this 

work conformed with their views; but this was denied by Augus-

tine in his Retractiones (i.9). 

Toward the end of t he book his main concern is to show 

that because man i s free, he can turn either toward salvation 

or toward re~robation. In other word s , man can choose to come 

under the control of either God or the devil. Hi s whole inter-

pretation rests on the assumption that man a l ways "can" do what 

be "ought " to do. l\1an has no right to claim that God has 

failed to supply him with sufficient strength to resist temp-

tation, for God has given him a free will, and nothing can lead 

him into sin against his will. When the question arises 

about what causes the will to choose either the right or the 

wrong , Augustine re plies that the question lands in an infinite 

regress and refuses to go back further, seeking some cause of 

an evi l will anterior to the will itself. 1 0 

In the Retractiones Augustine is able to point out that 

he makes little mention of the grace of God in t h i s book because 

his primary concern at the time was to affirm human responsi-

bility against a form of necessitarianism which denied it. He 

adds that De Lib~ro Arbitrio is devoted largely to a description 

9 Ed. J. H. Burleigh, Augustine: Earlier Writings, Pg. 37. 
10r am grateful to S . h . Russell for the above comments. 
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of the gift which man received from God before the Fall. 

Clearly, however, the work also describes fre edom after the 
. 

Fall, in terms which are incompatible with Augustine's later 

position; for he states that even after the Fall men can move 

toward salvation by making the moral effort involved in follow­
ll ing Christ as an example . 

While we can detect a great difference of tone, interest, 

and attitude from those of his maturer writings, we can also 

detect some of the ideas which were later developed in his 

mature thought. We find some use of 11 occulta justitia" 

(hidden justice ) , the view that mankind is in the state of penal 

affliction, and the all-pervading emphasis that God's will can-

not be thwarted . 

A strong emphasis, however, on man's free-will is found 

in the rest of the anti-!,1ani chaen works, where August i ne seeks 

to argue that a soul evil by nature could not possibly co~nit 

sin. Arguing forcibly, he insists th&t a pe rson can only be 

held responsible for actions from which he could abstain : 

11Sin takes place only by exercise of the will. . . • no one 
compelling .•• 1112 

"Sin is the will to retain and follow afte r what justice 
forbids, and from vvhich it is free to abstain 11 . 13 

The will is defined in the same work as follows: 

11 ••• • a movement of the soul unforced by fillY One, to gain 
something or not to lose something . . . • 1114, 

a definiti on which according to the rtetract i ones refers only to 

the will of the unfallen Adam. 15 Though we may suspect that 

this co:ilffient i s but a retrojecti on of Augustine's later thinking, 

nevertheless the idea that mankind l ost its free-will in the 

fullest sense of the word in the fall of Adam also occurs in 

11 D. E. Roberts, Ibid, Pg. 123. 
12 De Duabus Anima.bus, c ont r.a Manichaeos, x.l4. 42. c. 104. 
13 Ibid, Xi. 15. 
l4 Ibid, x . l4.42. c . 104. 

l5 ;;t;actiones , I. xiv, 4. pp. 74-75 . 
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these early anti-Manichaen writings: 

"I say that there was free-will in that man who was first 
created, that nothing at all could resist his will so long 
as he wished to keep God 's comm&ndment. But after he 
sinned by free-will 9 we who are

6
descended from his stock 

are cast down into necessity".l 

It is from this pe riod too that one of his most graphic descrip-

tions of original sin appears: after describing the force of 

custom on men's lives, he goes on to say: 

11 and this is why we fi ght against the s·oul, namely from 
our habit of living in the flesh •.• 11 17 

What is important in these works is t hat his later key-ideas 

are there already: original sin, and the vie w that human free­

will was lost in the fall of Adam. 

Further, in another work of this period we find him grop-

ing towards an understanding of predestination . Hi s thought is 

more severe here than in earlier writings for the phrase 11massa 

peccati 11 ( 11 clay of sin 11 - clearly a reference to the Pot ter and 

clay in Rom. 9) is used concerning human nature which fel l in 

Adam, and it is argued that no member of this 11 massa" to whom 

only damnati on is owing has a right to reply against God. 18 

In these early works one has the feeling that Augustine's 

thought is tentative; he i s aware of the problems raised by the 

biblical state ments concerning the operation of grace and is 

trying various lines of approach to solve them. The impression 

given is that logically his thought is moving towards an abso-

lute predestination via his views on man. 

Ideas on Election fixed by A.D. 397 : 

It is commonly believed that -"Augustine ' s pre destinarian 

views grew out of controversy with Pelagius but a simple accept-

ance of th is is not possibl e . In De Diversis Quaestionibus ad 

Simplicianum (397 A.D.) , written a lmos t fifteen years befor e the 

16 Acts s e u disputatio contra Fortunatum Manichaen xxii.XLII 
c. 124. 

l7 Ibid . xxii. XLII c.l25 . 
18 De Diversis Quaestionibus Oct oginta Tribus, lxviii.3.XL.c.71. 
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start of the Pelagian controversy, we have the matur e Augustin-

ian position in outline on grace and election. Half·way through 

the second "Quaestio" his argument develops into a forthright 

exposition of the mature Augustinian teaching on grace . He 

shows, when dealing with Romans 9 :10-29, that there is no con-

ceivable reason why Esau should not be elected while Jacob was . 

The text forbids us to think that Jacob was elected because God 

foresaw his future works, \/bile to say that be was elected be-

cause of his f oreseen fait h is equally useless, because if God 

elects on account of foreseen faith, He could equally elect be-

19 cause of foreseen works . Augustine proceeds to argue that 

f aith cannot be r egarded as a merit, because it is impossible 

to believe unless one has first been called . 20 Nevertheless , 

faith itself i s a gift from God - and here Augustine for the 

first time uses to full effect the text which played such a 

large part in h is thinkinc concerning grace : "What hast thou 

that thou hast not received? " (I Cor. 4 : 7).21 Esau was not re-

jected because he was unwilling to accept God 's call: he was 

rejected before he was ab l e to will or not . 22 Proceeding in his 

rather devious argument, J~ugust ine quotes Phi l. 2 :12-13, and con-

e ludes : 

"Because except by His help we cannot attain what we want~ 
in the same way except by His call we do not desire i t 11 • 2.J 

The Pe lagia_n Con trovers_;y_. 

There is no real development in Augustinian thought on 

grace throughout the Pelagian controversy, for the various 

treatises written in this per iod are but adaptations of thoughts 

l9 De Div . Quaest . ad . Simplic . 
20 

21 

22 

23 

Ibid, I.ii . 7. XL .c.ll5 . 

Ibid, I . ii . 9 . XL.c.ll6 . 

Ibid, I .ii.lO. XL . c . ll7. 

Ibid, I . ii.l2 . XL . c.ll8 . 

I . ii . 5 . XL c . 114. 
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which appear in the work quoted above. 24 During this contro-

v&rsy Augustine merely re-orientated his beliefs on grace so as 

to fit them into an all-embracing pattern of the Divine sove-

reignty which the biblical witness and his ovm personal ex-

perience compelled him to accept. 

One scholar remarks that Augustine was no match for Pela-

gius in their argument so that he was driven from one exaggerat-

ion to another. In the difficult doct rine of predestinat ion, 

he maintains, the fact of God's election of individuals tore-

ceive the gift ' of grace was twisted into a conclusion that by 

a similar act the gift was refused to mahy for whom it was de-

sired, while the proposit i on that fallen man cannot do without 

the help of grace to fulfil the purpose of God was stretched to 

mean that he cannot do anything well-pleasing to God . 25 This 

remark i s correct in noting that in the heat of the argument 

Augustine was driven to extremes, but basically his doctrines 

did not change from those laid down previous to the controversy. 

From what we have stated~ it wi ll be ob vious that to 

und erst and Augustine's doc~rine of predestination, we must see 

it against the background of his understanding of original 
. 26 sJ..n. 

His Mature Teaching on Ori ginal Sin : 

In the treatise De Correptione Gratia Augustine makes it 

clear that man' s original capacities included both the power 

not to sin and the powe r to sin (posse non peccare et posse 

peccare). In Adam's original sin, man lost the posse non 

peccare (the power not to sin ) and retained the posse peccare 

(the power to sin), which he continues to exe~cise . 27 The 

24 Principally fifteen in number of which the followin g are the 
most important : De Correptione Gratia (427), 

De Praedestinatione Sanctorum (428 ) 
De Dono Perseverantiae (429) 

25 Art. on St.Augustine in Encyclopaedia Brittanica, Vol . 2.Pg. 685 
26 J.B. Mozley, The Augustinian Doctrine of Predestination,Pg.46 . 
27 S.B.Babbage, Man in Nature and Grace, Pg. 41. 
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human will he viewed as completely impotent since the Fall, so 

that the powe r of spiritual good is lost and man wi lls nothing 

but evil. In Adam the whole human race has become "a mass of 

perdition" and is condemned in him: 

11For all men w~re thus seminally in the loins of Adam 
when he was co~gemned and therefore he was not condenmed 
without them". 

The whole race shares his guilt, because it was already in exi st-

ence potentially in him, so that it really s i nn ed when he 

sinned. 29 For Augustine the fallen will of man can no longe r 

produce anything but evil, and always does so; but prior to the 

commission of these free acts af' sin for which he is guilty, 

man is guilty from b irth through "original sin" . 

His View of Grace: 

r t is clear on this view of t he Fall that August i ne must 

a ttribute the salvation of men to grace alone , which he conceives 

of as the resistless and creative power of God in human l ife . 30 

Grace, ~eing irresistibl e , is characterised by August ine as pre­

destinating grace . Grace heals and r estores th~ free will, so 

that it is able to free l y choose the good . 3l In his world-

view the sup!'emacy of grace co:nbines with his neo- Platoni sm to 

produce a deterministic cosmology. In fact , God cannot be 

thought of as doing anything fresh; when He appears to act 

suddenly, He is only bringing about what is certain to happen 

because of its fore-ordination in His eternal counsels . The 

events of history are so absolutely determined for Augustine 

that in commenting on thE 41st Psalm he speaks of future events 

as in the past , so certain is he of their absolute certainty . 

28 R. seeberg , The History of Doctr ines , Pg. 343. 
29 J.F. Bethune- Baker, The Early History of' Christian Doctrine, 

Pg. 309 . 
30 J. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines , Pg. 366 . 

Kelly asserts that for Augustine thi s powe r of grace is 
in effect the presence of the Holy Spirit , for whom his 
favourit e description is 11donurn" . 

3l R. Seeberg, Op . Cit . , Pg. 350. 
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!£e Two Acts of God : 

There i s a strict number whom God has fore-ordained to 

grace and to eternal life: "there is a number so fixed, that 

neither can anyone be added to them nor taken from t hem" . 32 The 

f ixity of the number is a l so evidsnt from Augustine ' s view that 

the elect are to form a sub stitution for the number of the 

fallen angels. 33 Accordingly , the e l ect are f ew in comparison 

wi th the non- elect (a doctrine attributed to Scripture and con­

firmed by observat i on ) . 34 Elec tion i s not grounded on the 

foreknowledge of human faith or conduct : no account is given 

of why some are elected and others not. The r e must be t wo 

classes to manifest the divine mercy and just ice, 

" over the mass of corruption there passed two acts 
of the will of God : an act of favour and grace, 
choosing part to b e partakers of everlasting g l ory, 
and an act of justice , fors aking the r est and adjudging 
them to endless pe r diti on 11 .35 

To the question why God chooses some and leaves others to 

their fate the only answer is : " I so will", at which the crea-

ture must b ow before the Creat or . Constantly Augustine is 

brought to a confession of human ignorance, tha t the divine 

counse ls are inscrutable ; but he i s very far from admitting 

anything arbitrary or unjust in t he methods and acts of God. 

All are the outc ome of j ustice , love, and wisdom, and ar e 

governed by the ete rnal purpose of good. Ye t how predesti-

nation is consistent with the eternal l ove of God he does n ot 

expressly attempt to show.36 Or as Moz l ey has said: 

"st . Augustine regarded pre destination as a perplex­
ing mystery - a doctri ne which disagreed with our 
nat ural ideas of God 's j ustice, and which could only 
b e defended by reference to His inscrutab l e and 
sove r e ign will 11 . 37 

32 De Corrept i one Gratia xiii . 39 . 

33 Enchirid ion ix. 29 ; xvi. 61. 
34 Ibid., xxvi . 97 . 
35 6 A.S . Martin, Op . Cit . , Pg. 2 0 . 
36 J.F. Be thune-Baker, Op . Cit. , Pg. 312 . 

37 J . B. Mozl ey , Op . Cit . 9 Pg . 134. 
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Later in our study we shall see how Calv in reasons on exactly 

the same lines as Augustine, constantly having to refer predesti.:.­

nation to the inscrutable will of God . 

Double Predestination: 

The question then arises whether Augustine taught defi­

nitely a doctrine of double predestination. Phnases such as 

"predestinated to eternal death" or "punishment" are tar too 

in his works to allow us to think tta t he did not do so~8 

At the same time, there is evidence that he was not absolutely 

thoroughgoing in his double predestinari anism. For example, 

he states tbat though God foreknew that Adam should fall, this 

knowledge did not determine his falling.39 But he also notes 

that Adam did not receive from God the gift of perseverance in 

goodness 1 since his own free-will was sufficiently strong t o 

determine whe ther he should pe rsevere or not.4° With all other 

men, however 9 it is very different; for they are born in the 

t oils of original sin and therefore need the certain and deter-

mined grace of God to perse vere in goodness .4l The Augustin-

ian position may be ex~ressed as follows : Adam only was pre-

determined to freedom, though it was foreknown by God that he 

would use this freedom badly to turn to evil ; men who are born 

"in Adam" lack, however, their ancestor's freedom and can only 

be saved by the certainly efficacious grace of God. The eternal 

destiny of individual human beings is determined by whether God 

is willinG to impart to them this grace or not . If God 

chooses not to grant this grace to an indi vidual he remains 

11 in Adam" and is certain not to be saved . It may be argued 

that this means God does not de t ermine that a man should be 

38 De . Civ . Dei. xxi . 24 and xx11. 24; De Anima et eius 
Origine IV. xi, 16 ; De Perf . Iustitiae Hominis 9 xiii.3l. 
En. in Ps. lx. 24 ; Enchir. c. 26 XL. ----

39 De correptione Gratia . xii. 37 . XLIV. c. 939 . 
40 Ibid . , Xll. 37 . XLIV. c . 938-9 . 

4l Ibid., xii. 35- 36 . XLIV. c. 937-8. 
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finally lost, as He does not will his damnation, but only leaves 

him as he is. Augustine does speak of preterition and dere-

liction (passing by and abandonment), but from his choice of 

language it does not appear that he made any significant 

difference between this and double predestinat i on . All that 

may be maintained of this is that we cannot view Augustine as 

a thoroughgoing supralapsarian (re:er Pgs . 71 and 107 for eluci­

dation of thi s term) ; Adam at least was not predestinated to 

eternal death.42 

The Forerunner of SupralaRsariagism: 

In his ambiguoua terminology lie the seed of what is 

called the 11supralapsarian 11 position, viz., that reprobation . is 

an act of God ' s sovereignty . Augustine does not view the decree 

of predest ination as preceding both original and actual sin 

(the supralapsarian position), neither does he place the decree 

of election and reprobation after these (the Pelagian position!, 

For him original sin alone logically precedes predestination . 

Nevertheless , although origtnal sin i s the sufficient ground of 

re probation, Augustine does not see it as the final and deepest 

ground (later Calvin was to follow Augustine at this point). 

According to him, God ' s sovereignty as expressed in Roman s 9 :18 

( "so then He hath mercy on whom He will and whom He will He 

hardeneth 11 ) i s the only answer to the question why God rejects 

some and chooses others . 43 AUgust ine does not directly deduce 

a decree estab lishinc the means unto perdition from a decree of 

r eprobat ion as such . He generally views reprobation negative-

ly, that is, as preterition, bnd n ot a s a r ule part of predesti-

nation; but he identifies predestination with e l ec tion and 

s ubsumes both election and reprobation und e r God ' s providence . 

42 I am indebt ed to s . H. !cue sell for a number of insights on 
11 double predestination" in Augustine . 

43 H. Bavinck, The DQctrine of God, Pg. 360. 
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His "Definiti on" of Predest i nation. 

In his work "De dono Perseverantiae 11 (428 ), he expresses 

the pos i tive value of divine election : 

"This, and nothing but this, is the predestination of 
the saints; n~mely 1 the foreknowledge and planning of 
God ' s kindnesses, by which they are most surely deli­
vered, whoever are delivered". 

Here we also notice his close affinity with the Hebrew mind, 

as his emphasis on the sole causality of God makes him unable 

to see any significant difference between foreknowledge and pre-

destination. I n fact, as we see above 1 predestination is 

nothing e lse than God 's foreknowledge of those He chooses to 

deliver. 

Predestination and Perseverance : 

Also among the predestinated are those who as yet do not 

believe and even those who are yet unborn, but the ir number 

is fixed and immutable . It must therefore be held on his view 

that one may not come into contact with historic Christianity 

and yet still be saved, because he i s predestinated . 44 Though 

God ' s predestination i s certain and sure in it s effe ct, there 

are those wl1o are baptise d and adhere to the Church for a time, 

and yet do not endure to the end . In some sense these people 

must be regarded as elected , yet from the Divine point of view 

they cannot be so.45 In fact, no one in thi s life can be sure 

whether he is elect or not - a state necessary to avoid human 

presumption. 46 Nevertheless 1 this 11 gift of perseverance '' once 

givenrennot be lost, because those to whom God grants to endure 

to the end cannot do anything else . 47 One can only lcnow whether 

he is elect from this : whether he perseveres unto the end. But 

·.thi l e no one may presume to include himself in the number of the 

44 R. Seeberg, 2£. Cit . , Pg . 352 . 
45 De Corrept i one Gratia. vii . 16. XLIV. c.925 . 
46 Ibid ., xiii, 40. XLIV. c . 940- l . 
47 De Don. Pers . vi . 10. XLV. c . 999. 



elect it is undoubtedl y true of those who actually belong to 

it that 

" their faith . ••• certainly doe s not fail , or, if there 
are somewhooefaith fa~8s, it is repaired before this 
life is finished .. • • " ana 

" . .• if any one of these (the elect) perishes God is 
cheated: but noue of them perishes, because God is 
no t cheated . • . 11 9 . 

The Order of Decrees: 

Basical l y, then, Augustine viewed the order in the 

elements of God ' s counsel as follows : 

a. a decree to create man and to pe rmit him to fall. 

b . a decree to elect some out of this corrupt mass unto 
eternal life, and to allow others to remain in the 
corruption in which t hey have involved themselves. 

c. a decree determining the means t o effect the end in 
view. 50 

Predestinat ion and Christ: 

The most important aspect of Augustine's doctrine is its 

Christological orientation. Refe rence to the work of Christ 

is not missing from the specifically ant i - Pelagian treatises 

though in these it is scarcely any more than an echo of 

Ephesians I :4. 51 Whatever may be said about the office of 

Christ in predestination, there is not the slightest doubt tha~ 

grace is always connected by Augustine with His work- event~.~ 

Old Testament saints were only saved because the y lived by 

Christ ' s aiding grace . 52 

The most important r efe r ences to the pre destinating wor~: 

of Christ ar6 found in De Praedestinatione Sanctorum XV. It is 

nece ssary to quote briefly from that work to se e how ~ugustine 

linked Christ with predestination : 

48 Ibid. , i ;::: , 23 . 
49 Ibid . p vii. 16 . 

50 H. Bavinck, ~O~p_. __ c~i_t., Pg. 360. 
51 De CorreEtione Gratia 9 vii. 13. XLIV. c . 924. 
52 De .Pecc . Mer. et Rem. I . xi.l3, XLIV. c.ll6 . 
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"the most splendid example of predestination and grace is 
the Saviour Himself •.• " 

Then speaking of the r e lationship of believers to Christ in His 

predestination: 

"This then is the predestination of the saints which is 
most clearly understood in the saint of saints. \'/ho 
rightly understanding the words of truth can deny it? 
For we learn then that, in so far as he was Man, the 
Lord of Glory was predestinated Himself - predestinated 
to be the 8 on of God .••• 11 

and further, 

"As then that one Man was predestinated to be our Head, 
so are we many predestinated to be His members •..• 11 

Augustine expressed himself to the same effect in De Dono 

ferseverantiae XXIV: 

"there is no more illustrious example of predestination 
than Jesus Himself , the Mediator Himself. Whoever being 
a believer would right ly understand it, let him look upon 
Him". 

and LVII 

"God therefore predestinated both Him and us: Hitn that 
He should be our Head and us that we should be His Body ••• 11 

On closer examination, however 1 these passages are not 

as promising for a Christological approach to the doctrine of 

predestination as they at first a~pear. In the first work the 

main point of hi s argument is that our predestination is an 

effect of the same free-workin g grace, as that by which the man-

hood of Chr ist was assumed. In fact, the passages shed no 

real light on the predestinating work of Christ, but is con-

cerned mainly with the predestinating of His manhood . The 

argument in the second work is similar; Augustine does not in-

form us that our predestination is inc luded in that of our Head, 

but rather suggests that it is s imilar in kind to that of our 

Lord, rooted in the same gracious purpose . 

Augustine ' s basic emphasis appears to be upon the simul­

taneity of our pre des tination and of our Lord's humanity, not 

that our e lection is inte grally include d in that of Christ. 

Thus we see that the root meaning of the phrase 11he chose us 

in Christ" to Augustine is exe mplaristic rather than realis tic. 
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It is therefore worth noting Re uter's comment here that August­

ine ' s formula when speaking of grace and the work of Christ 

together is most frequently "grace through Christ " , then "grace 

because of Christ " , and finally least frequently "grace i n 

Christ 11 •
53 Christ in Hi s earthly ministry is the agent of, 

rathe r than the s our ce of predestinating grace, though He is 

aware that His saving work will avail only for the e l ect. 51+ 

Qriticism of Augustine's Views: 

Finally, we must conclude our discussion with certain 

criticisms of Augustine's teaching on election . Two present 

day theologians have viewed Augustine in a different l i ght . 

Brunner has criticised him for h is treat ment of elect i on apart 

from Christ,55 while Barth finds in him traces of a Christo­

cent r ic approach to the problem. 56 Brunner considers August-

ine's great achievement to be the rediscovery of the biblical 

"sole gratia" 9 this being the reason why Calvin adhered so 

c 1 ose ly to his teaching. 

Augustine was obviously not so much concerned about the 

gracious action of God in Jesus Christ as he was in the trans-

formation of a man in bondage to sin into a free man by the 

working of gr ace . Closely connected to this is his miaunder-

standing of' the New Testament teaching on "justification" which 

he interpreted as the endowing with a new moral power . 57 From 

this transformation (tha t is, from an experimental basis ) he 

proceeded to argue back in terms of causality. If this trans-

formation is really owing to grace alone then it must be traced 

back to its eternal origin, the divine choi ce . The election 

is no longer a state of 11b eine:- elec t - in- Christ 11 through faith: 

53 H. Reuter, Augustinische Studien, pg . 52 . 
54 Trac . in r oan . xl. 2. XXXV. c . 1686 . 
55 E. Brunner, Op . Cit . , Pg . 340. 
56 K. Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol .2, Pt. 2, Pg . 118. 
57 R. Seeberg, Op. Cit., Pg. 348 . 
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but it is the pre- temporal act of God to which the ~al consi­

deration of the divine work of grace in the human soul leads. 

Election is wholly severed from the revelation in Christ, for it 

is a metaphysical postulate which results from the causal consi-

deration of the experience of grace . The great gulf in 

Augustine's thought 9 between faith in Christ and election, is 

displayed clearly ],n that "faith" does n ot necessarily imply the 

certainty of election and salvation : 

"For who out of the multitude of the fa ithful, seeing 
that he lives under this mortality would presume him­
self to be among the number of the predestinated?" 58 

Thus election is not that which one accepts in Christ , but it 

is a metaphysical t:X11 to which the causal consideration of grace 

i n the abstract leads . 

Augustine was obviously endued wi tl1 the profound convic-

tion that the salvation of men is wholly the work of God and 

that they themselves contribute nothing towards it. As one of 

his favourite texts reads, !tit is not of him that willeth, nor 

of him that runneth, but of God that shewoth mercy" (Rom. 9. 16'. 

His fault, later aggravated by Calvin, was that he traced the 

sovereignty of grace to the sovereignty of an inscrutable will~ 

which was tt1en absolutisa d &-11d 111:::tde t11e b e.~:lis of a double pre-

de st inati on. But th is absolute and inscrutable vlill i s not 
5C the will oi God as it i s reveqled in His act of grace in Ch~ist . / 

This double predestination was further advanced by the fact, 

which he felt sure was proved by the evidence of Scripture, 

that ther e will be two k inds of pe rsons at the Judgement, those 

who will be saved and those vrho vrill be conderrme d; from this 

he 1 ooke d back to the divine causality and tl1en drew his con-

elusions . Th i s 9 af course, resulted i n speculation: as Brunner 

has rightly said, ':natural theology on the basis of a statement 

58 E. Brunner , Op . Qit . , Pg. 341. 
59 G. S . Hendry, The Westminster confession for Today, Pg. 55, 
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which has a biblical core". 60 

Further 9 a difficulty is revealed in that Augustine gives 

no consistent teaching on how individuals may be considered 

responsible for their personal sins. He sees the problem9 yet 

he gives no clear guidance upon how it may be solved. This 

was later also to be part of Calvin's dilemma. If men have 

lost their free-will through the Fall of Adam 9 they cannot be 

held responsible for any further sins they might commit. If 

Augustine had examined the problem sufficiently (and this 

applies to Calv1n as well) he would have found on l y two alter-

natives left to him 9 if he 

for individual wrongdoing: 

was to preserve human responsibility 

be could have affirmed a residual 

freedom left to man after the Fall - a course which would have 

led to a semi-Pelagian position, or be could have affirmed even 

for the unregenerate man a new created freedom in Christ. 

scripture informs us of God's election but makes no con­

sistent statement of it. Augustine, however, erects those 

passages of Scripture suggest ive of predestination into a 

definite and absolute syste m so that he is occasionally em­

barrassed when meeting portions which do not fit into his doc-

tr inal scheme . His i s the error of those who follow without 

due consideration the strong impression the human mind enter­

tains that there must be definite and final truth to be arrived 

at on any question of Scripture under discussion. But this is 

t o do an injusti ce to the many-side dness of Scripture and to 

overstep the bounds of revelat ion. Part of his difficulty 

ap pears to arise from a conception of Go d greatly influenced 

by nee-Platonism, s o that his view of God as absolute Subsist­

ence prevented him from being thoroughly Christocentric in his 

treat men t of predestination . In fact he n eve r· really attempted 

to inter-relatE his doctrine of grace with his Christology. 

60 E. Brunner, Op . Cit. 9 Pg. 350. 
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Failing to see tbat election arises out of the divine 

Love, he was forced to seek refuge in the fact of mystery when 

attempting to give an adequate explanation of the origin of 

elect ion. He is therefore forced to look for God's ultimate 

reasons for His different acts (election and preterition) in n 

sphere inaccessible to human understanding. His most pro-

found mistake bas been his failure in his analysis of the di·-

vine nature. As Shaw reminds us, 

11 what is new and dibtinctive in Jesus' view of the 
Fatherhood of God is that Fatherhood i s not merely 
one quality among others ; it is the central determining 
attribute in whose service all other attributes of God­
head are exercised 11 .bl 

61 J.M. Shaw, The Christian Gospel of the Fa~perho~~_2f_Qod, 
Pg . 9 . 
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CHAPTER THREE. 

Vie have already noted in passing that in the popular 

religious mind Calvin is looked upon as th~ theologian of pre-

destination, although an historical appreciation 1:lill show us 

that the doctrine of predestination has a perfectly just claim 

to be a rightful and dominant part of the orthodox Western 

Christian tradition, both in its Catholic and Protestant 

branches. Is Calvin regar ded in this way by popular thought 

because predestination is considered to be the corner stone 
of his theological edifice1 

The Place t he Doctri~-~f Predestinntion_E~in hi~heology. 
A cursory acg_uaintetnce with . bis writings shows thut 

this doctrine occupies an integral and vital place in his 

system, but the view that the doctrine is central and deter­

minative in his whole theological system cannot be upheld. 1 

Notable historians of the doctrine have taken the view that 

this particular doctrine is the foundation of Calvin's 

thought f rom Alexand,:;r Sweitzer to 0. Ri tschl; while equally 

important theologianE such as A. Ritschl have seen it occupy­

ing a peripheral place. 2 But these opinions err by viewing 

Calvin throu~h twentieth century spectacles and ther~by mis-

understanding his \iliole theological method . No theologian 

before Schleiermacher ever consciously seized on a single 

principle froEl which to deduce his whole theological structure. 

Doumergue , vlhile he holds that the doctrine is the foundation 

of Calvin ' s theology, nevertheless states that the doctrine 

is not exclusively Calvinian, but is to be seen as the dogma 

par excellence of the Reformation. 3 fhis we may accept as a 

~In this chapter I have made extensive use of Doumergue, 
Jeaq_C~Jvin, Vol. 4, Book 7, Ch&pters l and 3. 

1A.M. Hunter, Tl].g_J2.~2£h1ng_Q.[_Q9].vin, Pg. 94 . 
2 I have gained some valuable ins i ghts here from the thesis by 

S.H. Russell. Cf. W. Niesel, Th~Theolo£Y. of ~~~1~, Pga. 
15 &159 \vhere h e cites a number of s ingle principles 1.vhich 
have been seized upon in an attempt to interpret Calvin ' s theology. 

3Doumergue. Jean Calvin, Vol. 4, P.407. 
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true judgement as long as the dogma is not regarded as being 

t}fe explicit doctrine upon uhich all Hefo rmat ion theology is 

built. 

Instead of attempting to inter pret his theology from the 

narrow basis of a single doct rine , we should rather admit that 

his great vmrk, 1.P....?__l!1.?..t~~.tJ:ltes of the Chr.tstj_an Reli.gj,gn, is 

in intention a theology of the Gospel and that the "essence" 

of the Gospel for Calvin, as for all the Reformers (and Paul 

before them), was the doctrine of justification by faith. It 

is no surprise, therefore, to find that this topic stands at 

the centre (spatially, as well as theologically) of Calvin 's 
4 

"\·.JO rk. Further, we have the important insight of Warfield that 

"the fundamental interest of Calvin as a theologian 
lay •• •.• in th0 region broadly designated soteriologi­
cal •••• his inter2st was most intense in the appli­
cation to the sinful soul of th3 salvation wrought out 
by Christ".5 

In a bri ef epistle to the reader prefixed to the Second 

edition of the Inst~t~tiQ, 6 published at Strasburg in 1539, 

Calvin indicates that the aim of th~ r evision has been to 

produce a t extbook serviceable in ''the pr eparation of candidates 

i n theology fo r the reading of the Divine Word;r7 In the pre ­

face of tho French edit ion of 1545, Calvin r0veals his intention 

to assist his readers in "finding the sum of \vhat God has been 

pleased to teach us in His ~Jord". 8 The structure of the final 

edition of the IQsti_tutLQ (1559 ) sh01vs that Calvin consciously 

built upon the frammvo rk of the Apostlos Creed in an at t empt 

to expound the Christian Faith, while th2 doctrine of El~ction 

-------~----- ----------··----- ------
4 From an article by Dr. J . I.Packer, Calvin tl1e Theol9gian, 

in the In~~natio~a~_B2f2rmed B~}J8tin, Oct . 1959 . 
5 B. B. Warfield, Calvin Qnd Augustine, Pg .484 . 
6 It is \'lOrth r et.:ombering that th~ full title of the first 

edition was 11 Instruction in the Christian RGligion, contain­
ing almost th0 whol8 sum of godliness and all that needs to 
be known in th8 doctrine of salvation~ a work most \vorthy 
of perusal by all who asp ire to godliness". 

7 John Calvin, In~tit~~2~_Q~ th~ Chri stian ~eligion, 2nd . 
Edition 1539 . 

8 Ibid,(French edition . 1545 ). 
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is not 2xplicitly dealt with until the fourth book. Numerous 

writers of our generation have stre ssed the paradoxical 

character of much or Calvin's thought (cf . T.F. Torrance) 1 

and hcNeill' s 1mrds that .,. 
"it is a superficial judgement that regards him as a 
resolut2 systematiser whose ideas are wholly unam- 9 ·biguous and consistent and set in a flawless mould 11

. -

are being vindicated by recent studies of Calvin's theology by 

Reformed scholars. The attempt to make any one doctrine basic 

to Calvin ' s theology is condemned by t he varying forms of t he 

diffe r ent edition s of t h2 .Insti.llili.Q., which pla i nl y reveal t ha t 

he had no i dea t ha t he \Ja5 vvrit j.ng hi s theology a round any 
architectonic principle. 

The Import ~mce Co.lvin p;nve to Fredestinntion in v~:;.rious Writing~. 

In the first edition of tht.- Institutes (1536j~ modelled 

on the typical medi eval books f or t h e instruction of the l a ity, 

the e ss ential fac t i s t hat the doctrine of pred3st i nation i s 

r ef e rred to but not treat ed ful ly by it self: i t appears acci-

dentally i n three or f our pas sages havi n6 no ess ential 

connection with each othe r. 

The f i rst pas sage deal s wi th predestinat ion i n relation 

to good works and me r i t g 
11 We are he i r s of the heavenly kingdom by the grace of 
God and not by our ovm mean s . ·rhis i s the f oundation 
of our salva tion laid by ~ t. Paul and this i s predes t i­
na tion. In Christ we have been (;lected f rom e t ernity 
befo re t he; found ation of t he world wi t hout any merit 
on ou r part but a ccording to t he de sign and good wil l 
of God. We have thus been gr aft ed i n Christ and by 
this ins ertion we have eve rythi n.; i n Him and nothing 
i n ou rselves".10 
The second and most important passage for ou r pu r pose 

deal s with pr edestinat i on i n relat ion to the Church~ 

11 The Church is t he assembly of the elect . This .,:;lecti on 
t ook place by an act of thu goodness of God before the 
foundat ion of t he world and it took place in Christ so 
that Chri st i s the Head of the el ect . Som8 of thoso 
who appoar to bo elect do not per sever e, but those \vho 
are t ruly 81Gct cannot be lost . Their salvation is so 

9 J. T. hcNei l l , Th(; His t ory and Char..?-,..g~t2r of Calvini .... sJll..~ Pg . 20l o 
10calvin i Oper a Omnia, Vol. 1, Pg . 51. 
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certain an so assured that they cannot be shaken even 
though the l ~•lhole uorld should fall in ruins, for the 
elect i on o.f God can no more than the eternal ~.1isdom 
vary no r b~ at fault . The elect can vaecillate and 
fluctudtei they can even fall, but they are not des ­
troyed". l 

The t hird assage deal s with t he doctr ine in r elat i on 

to Providence and the Sovereignty of God~ 

"God the C eator vho by His omnipotence does all in all 
and by His jprovidence directs all, frol11 whom comes all 
that happens to us, joy and sadne ss, prosperity and 
adversity, Jand all except sin~ and all this no t because 
of som.? me:r? i t but by a pate rnal good'l.vill tvhose sol e 
cause is kfndness". l2. 

We have qudted the passages i n full to shou that Calvi n ' s 

doc t rine was fixed in essence in 1536. Like the rest of the 

major doctrines o1 the I~~~i~te~ he did not have occasion to 

alter the doct r inl of predestinat i on considerably in the later 

editions . These were mGrely an enlargement of his earlier 

thought and cons i , tent with the passages quoted above . It i s 

clear that the idl a of predestination docs not appear in the 

first edition in the centre or in th9 foreground, but it 

appears corr.plete .Jrith its three constitutive elements~ the 

negation of meri t, the certitude of salvation, and the sover-
1 

eienty of God . ~he dominating feature here is the sovereignty 

of God which embrJ ces th J other t\·10 elements . An emphasis 

not always given l dequate recognition is found in th J \vords 

of the first passl ge, " In Christ we have been elected from 

eternity •. • " and in the second passabe "This Glection . . . . 
took place in Chr, st, so that Christ is the Head oi' the elect" . 

At this po i nt we l tand at the ve ry centre of Calvin ' s doctrine 

of election . Go ' s sovereign freedom and the profundity of 

elect ion do not mlJ an for Calvin that there is no " revelatio" , 

no wa_y to the kno Jledge of salvation and of God ' s election.13 

_v ____ --·---'-~ • -·-•- --• - -----·-· ··~-- --·-- -----~ 
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From the beginning he starts \·Ji th the fact of grace , for he 

is particularly fond of the idea that Christ is the sphere 

of our election, the vay to the certainty of election . Ho11-

ever,
1

we shall have occasion at a later stage to examine his 

Christolocical basis to predestination. 

His fi rst formal exposition of predestination, under 

i ts o\m separate caption, occurs not in th..; In_sti.1!l,tee. but in 

the earliest of his confessional writings, The Instr~~~op __ and 

Confe ssi.Q.U....QfJattJ::t .. in_~use ._tll.~tp._e...J:lJ.Y.X..£11 of_ Gen~ya,, published 

in Ap~il, 153? . 11 Calvin comes a5ainst the fact that the 

Wo rd of the Gospel calls all men, but some despise this grace 

whilel others r eceive it. The only ans\ver to this lies in the 

great secret of the counsel of God, for the seed of the Wo rd 

of God takes root and br ings forth fruit only in those uhom the 

Lo rd by His ete rnal election has predestined as His children 

and heirs of the heavenly kingdom . To all th2 o thE::rs 'l;Jho by 

the same counsel of God are r8probated before the foundation 

of the world, the clear and evident preaching of the truth can 

be nolthing less than " an odour of death in death" •15 Thus we 

observe that the first direct solution of the doctrine which 

we have from Calvin is an 11 a posteriori11 development . He star ts 

with r he fact of thos3 ~ilio hear the Gospel with open hostility 

or without any result at all . How is this to be explained? 

Why do some men not even hear the Gospel? Calvin sees that 

t his terrible and mysterious fact proves that faith is not a 

merit but a Lift from God . To ans\·Jer these questions the 

Scriptures are consulted (although really only in a secondary 

capacity), and it is shown that some are el ected by God and 

others rejected. But as Barth has rightly asked: Is it 

I 14B.B . ~~arfield in the article Predestination in the Reformed 
donfessions in studie~jU1 Theology, Pg . 133. 

15opera Omnia 22, Pg . 46. 
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corre ct to go to the Bibl e \vith a question dictatad to us by 

experience, i. e., with a presupposi t i on which has only an 

empiri cal basis, in order then to understand th~ s tatements of 

th ~ ' bl t th' t' ? 16 e ul e as an answer o 1s ques 1on. Deal i ng \vi th 

such del icate doc t rines a s el ect i on and repr obation , Scri pture 

must not simply be brought in as an int 3rpretation of the facts 

as given by our own judgement . The very facts \vhich Calvin 

should have emphasised \vere those which 1:1ere not in the realm 

of experience, but in Scripture as the self - revelat i on of God . 

Although he d i d not make the experience in quest i on the basis 

of his doctri ne, he did buttress it so emphatically by what he 

experienced in preaching and observat i on that i ts puri ty was 

seriously undermined . Later thi s was particul arl y so in the 

wo r k De. Aeter.Q'2: Dei praede.s:tin..ut;!mle(l552) in which there is 

constant appeal to the 11 convincere11 or 11docere" or 11 demonstrare11 

of 11 experi entia11
, whenever the question arises of the bas i s of 

t he assertion that from the very first men stand in a di fferent 

relationship t o the Gospel; a difference 1iliich , it appear s 

to him , can only be explained by a difference in the divine 

decree made concer n i ng them . 

(We may aotice t hat in the final edition of the 
Jnstitutes in 1559 there is still a strong tendency to rein­
force the doctrine from experience . Indeed, the \vhole 
exposition begins with the methodologically only too reveal ­
ing ,.vords: "The covenant of life is not preached equally to 
all and among those to whom it~ preached, it does notal ­
ways meet with the same reception . This diversity displays 
the unsearchable depth of the divine judgement, and i s without 
doubt subordinate to God ' s purpo~e of eternal election11 .17 
Then Calvin speaks about 11 a hundred to whom the same discourse 
is delivered , hventy, perhaps, receive it uith the prompt 
obedience of faith; the others set no value upon it, or 
deride or spurn or abominate it 11

• He reads this back into 
Paul ' s \vo rds in I Cor . 4:7, 11 Wha t makes thee to differ? 11 indi­
cating that the reason for this difference is 11 the favour of 
Godrr. I8) 

-------
16 ., h . t. . ~ 

~or a s arp cr1 1c1sm or 
Qh\lr.ch Dogmati£.§., The 

17Inst . 3:21:1 . 
18IQ~i· 3 ; 24:12. 

Calvin's ruethod see Karl Barth ' s 
Doctrine of God, Vol . 2 Pgs . 38 and 39. 
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An unexpected treat ment of the doctrine i s found in 

his second edition of 1539 whe re he treats predestinat i on to­

gether 1;1i th pr ovidence in t he same chapter, after the manner 

of Aquinas . Again Calvin starts from the great fact that 

the diversity of men's reactions to the Gospel is the result 

of the " secret judgement of God" . First, it is made clear 

that some are predest i ned to salvation and others to damnation . 

Then it is expl ained tha t " this \!O rld is governed by the pro -

vidence of God , seeing that all \vhich i s done depends on His 

decree". Her e the explanat i on of predestination i s that i t 

is a particular doctrine inseparable f rom a general doctri ne 

of providenceg 

"We constitute God mast er and directo r of all t hings 
of \vhom \·re say that from the beginni ng He has according 
to wisdom determined that \.,rhich He should do and now 
executes according to His power all that vlh ich he has 
deliberated11

• 

The definition of predestination follows consequent upon 

this ·definition of providence: 

"We call predestination the eternal counsel of God by 
which He has determined ·1:1hat He wishes to make of each 
man. Because He does not create all in equal condi­
tion but ordains some to eternal life and others to 
eternal damnation" . 

It is surprising that Calvin, after considering the doctrine 

in t he light of Christ in the f i rst edition, can suddenly 

view it with a concept of God \vhich approximates to Omnipotent 

Will, governing and irresistibly directing each and every 

creature according to His O\m law, and thus disposing al so of 

the salvation and perdition of men . 19 Here error may arise, 

the error of supposing that God is irresistibly efficacious 

power " in abstracto" . On such a s cheme the doctrine of 

predestination is only one moment or part in a deterministic 
plun . 

The Varying Positions given t o Predestination in his ·,/ritinp;s . ·- -·-- . ... . , -· -·· .. ··--· . - · - .. -.... _. --·- __ ... .. '-
We should notice a t a gl nnce the vc.r ying positions given 

----------·- . -~--- ·-----
19Karl Barth, Church Do gmatics, }he Doctrine of God , Vol . 2, 

Pt . 2, Pg . 44 . 
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to this doctrine in these editions so as to see that this 

principle was no central motif with Calvin. The primary 

passage in th2 first edition (1536) on the election of grace 

appeared in the second chapt3r tiliere the fourth article of the 

Creed, "Credo ecclesiam", is expounded. There the emphasis 

is upon the Church defined as the " number of tbe ele ct" 

the doctrineb~ng used to emphasise the certainty and stability 

of our salvation in Christ~ 
11 more over t11e Church is the elect of God: this does not 

- mean t hat those who are members of it nevertheless peri sh 
or through eviJ are lost". 

In ttie editions 1539 ·· 54 the chapter "De _ _praedestinatione et 

~rQYidentia Dei follows either a chapter on the difference 

between the Old and New Testaments or one on human traditions, 

\·Jh ile it precedes the expositions of the Lord's Prayer. In 

the 1 559 edition the contents of this chapter which deal vJith 

the predest ination to salvation or reprobation to perdition 

are placed towards the end of Book III, follo wing a long dis­

cussion of justificat ion by faith and the chapters on Christian 

liberty and prayer. On the other hand, the contents of the 

chapte r which deals l.ri th providence are placed in Book I after 

the chapters on Creation and the Original State of man . A 

kno1:rl edge of the bare form of the 1559 edition might suggest 

that Calvin had some architectonic principle in vie1v, but the 

almost haphazard structure of the earlier editions successfully 

refutes this . The very ordering of the t heme of predesti-

nation in various editions of the 1n?tit~~es shows that Calvin 

had no conscious idea that it could be in any way the f ounda­

tion-stone of his theology. 20 

We must count it highl y in Calvin 's favour that methodo­

loe;ically in the final edition of the In.e.J,itutes he broke 

definitely with the trad i tion of Aquinas, Bon~ventura, and 

Zwingli, \vho spoke of predestination f rom the standpoint of 

---~--···-··----~· ---· ----· ·-·---- --------- --··----·--·~-· --
20 Quoted from thesis by S.H. Russell. 
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the divine omni potence and the general provi dence of God, and 

treated providence with creation, and pred::;stination ( Inst. III~ 

21 - 24) as the cli max of the communication of tha grace of God 

mani fested and active in Jesus Christ . 21 

Reliable evidence of his sense of its importance is seen 

i n che place he assigned to it in his various summaries of 

Christian doctrine . In his fi rst Catechism (1537) there is 

a paragraph in 1:1hich tha doctrine is stated as a fac t of obser-

vation, 1,.1hile he strongly deprecates looking into the mystery 
22 lyin3 behind i t as likely to lead to pain and t,J.adness . 

It is interesting to note that predest ination is dealt with 

immediately after Christology here , from wher:; \!fe can look 

backwards to Christ Him£elf as the basis of our election. 23 

TILe~ CQQfession of faith dra\m up in the same ye~r has a long 

paragraph where election and reprobat ion are clearly stated , 

with a strong uarning not to pry into the r easons for God ' s 

sovereign acts and an exhortat i on to embraco Christ who is 

"thd seal of our el ection11 f or once by faith 11 vJe possess also 

life in Him , we have no need to search further into the 

counsel of God 11
• No explicit r 8ference appears in the second 

G3Jl~.Y.illl. .. Ca_techi..§ill. (1541) although the Church is defined as 

11 that body and society of ~elievers vlhom God has predest ined 

to eternal life11
• 

~our Confessions are attributed to C~lvin , and of these 

three allude only in passing to predestination , and then only 

in the s ense of election as opposed to reprobat ion . 
24r_h~_C,QJlfession for the .Qh.lJL.ch .. ~i§. (1557) states 

that 11 We bel i eve it is by the sole mercy of God that 
the el ect aro delivered froQ the beneral perdition 
in uhich all men are plunged •• • " 

21 K. Barth, Op . Cit . Pg . 46. 
22 A.H. Hunter , The T_e~ching of .CalviQ., P[. 94 . 
23 K. Barth, Op . Cit . , Pg . 84. 
24 

One~ Omni a Vol. IX, Pg . 716. 
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25The Confession tp the .::-cho l . .ar_s in Geneva (1559) asserta that 

" the perseverance vJhich has remained in the angels 
has come from the free election of God Hho has conti­
nued His love and goodness tm1ards them , giving them 
unmoveable firmness to persist aluays in good". 

26rn.~ . Confession for the_ frE;Ln<;:[l. Churches~to be rtresen.ted 

to -thfLEmperor h~]Cimi~.~.illl (1562) states that 

11 1Ve hold that this kindness vJhich He displays tovards 
us proceeds solely from His havinb cho sen us before the 
creation of the world, and 1.:~ seek no reason for His 
having done so outside of i-dmself and His good pleasure" . 

Only the third Confession, uhich has become '.lith hardly any 

modification the Confession of the Fr ench Reformed Churches 

(called "The_ Co_nf.§§§_ior.L_of.. J:3?·_ Rochelle") speaks especially of 

predestination, liliile this is essentially election to s ~lvation . 

27The C2nf~ssion for th~~od of Paris (1559) asserts 

11 vle believe that man havin~ been created pure and rrhole 
and conformed to the image of God is by his o\vn fault 
fallen from the grace ~1ich he had received . We believe 
that from this corruption and condemnation in vlhich all 
men are plunged God wi thdrmvs those ·whom in His eternal 
and unmoveable counsel He has elected by His sole goodness 
and mercy in our Lord Jesus Christ, without taking into 
account their vmrks , leaving the others in this same 
corruption''. 

Predestination assumes promi nence through controver s y. 
At the s&me time it is true thut in the various ed itions of 

the Institutes Galvin gave th':; theme of predestination increas-

ing attention . The main reason for this Has because the doctrine 

of predestination becarr.e one of the primary sources of contra-

versy at the title • . One \·Jriter has su[;,g3sted that had it not 

been for the exigencies of controversy, Calvin might never 

have given the doctrine the prominence it carne to assume in 

his teaching . 28 Between 1539 and 15G9 the doctrine met vrith 

so many objections that Calvin was forced to give predestina­

tion a more prominent place in polemical "~.-lark s -.Jhile he also 
- ~---------- ----------·-- ~- --- --- ·----·--- -· --
25 Opera Omnia, Vol.IX, Pg . 721, 72'3 . 
26 I bid , Pg . 756, 757. 
27 Ibid, Pg . 742, 743~ 744 . 
28 A. M. Hunter, O£ . Cit . Pg. 96. 
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became more precise in h i s exposition of it . His chief anta-

gonists at the time were Pighi us, Bolsec and Castelli o . On 

the other hand it is interesting that Calvin felt it necessary 

to oppose Zuingli on this subject in the 1539 edition of the 

Zwingli in his ~tia 0ei seemed to Calvin 

t o affirm t hat it was possible to have a clearer understanding 

of divine predestination than he would allow. This he had 

arr ived at with a speculative and daterministic view of God 

as "the first movin£, Cause"29 · 

It was, hov.rever, .dol sec ' s vic;o rous assault that made Calvin 

magnify the importance of predestination as hG desi red to use 

it as a safeguard for the evangelical principle of Grace . 30 

Albert Pighius died during his controversy with Calvin on free ­

\vil l and predestination, 31 so that Calvi n took as the basis of 

his new discussion uith Bolsec the last four books of Pighius' 

vTork and published the Treatise of t])...§l_ Et~:rn.§.].._ Pr~Q._§st._i_r:tatJo!l 

of God early in 1552 . The conference called by Calvin at 

G'meva in December, 1551, to ans\ver Bolse c \vas r emarkable for 

i ts brevity and cla rity, e specially in the statement of pre -

destination closely bound up with the doctrine of providence . 

The trilogy stood out prominently in the statement : no merit, 

certitude of salvat ion , and the sovereignty of God . 

The 1aost interesting assertion in Calvin ' s controversy 

vlith Castellio (1557) is that 1o1hic.h completely identified pre ­

destination and the sovere i.gnty of God: 

"Predestinat ion" , he says, " in just as many terms 
as the Holy Spirit teaches is the free counsel of 
God by \vhich He governs the human species and each 
part of the world accordinc to His infini te wisdom 
and incomprehensible justice 1

' . 32 

-----~ ·-- ~ .. .. -~- -----· ·-- --- --- ·--- -~· --~-~---·-·- ·---

29 R. be _berg , The HistQIY of Dos~rin~~' Pb . 313 . 
30 A.B. Hunte r, Op.Cit . Pg . 96. 
31 R. beeberg, TP~.ijistQIY of ~Q~trines, Pg. 420 . 
32 Opera Omnia, Vol. 9, Pg. 287 . 



Election: The Expre ssion of the Doct rine of Gr~ce. 
44. 

Calvin ' s pre-occupation with the defence of the grace of 

God in r edemption fo rced him to see how integral the doctrine 

of election was to his entire theological under standing . At 

the same time , he never looked upon the doctrine as the root 

of his theology. Indeed, in his catechi sm for children he 

avoids it altogether and teaches simply that each of us 

"should be assured that He loves us and Fishes to be our 

lather and our baviour 11
•
33 Also, in his famous preface 

to the J.,o ci of 1'-lelanchthon (1546) he obviously disac:rees 

with the German refo rmer on free-will and predestination, 

yet he does not consider the di sagreement large enou~h to 

prevent him contributing to the '~rk . 

Barth has observed that Calvin never connected the 

doctrine of predestination \vi th the doctrine of God, whether 

d . tl . , . tl . l t R f d d t ' 34 1rec· y or 1na1rec y, as 1n a er e orme ogma 1cs . 

This is another indication that it is a complete delusion to 

at t ribute to Calvin the establishment of this doctrine as the 

basic tenet from 1..·1hich all other doctrines are to be deduced . 

Niesel sums up well the enquiry into the vim" that this 

doctri~e is the basis to all of Calvin ' s theology~ 35 

11 If anyone does maintain such a vievl, then here, as 
else\vhere , he is constructing the theology of Cal­
vin as for one reason or another best suits himsel f' ' . 

Yet, on the other hand, we cannot agree 1..·1i th Niesel when he 

says that Calvin spok~ of elect ion as an important article , 

11 but not more fully than of other matters" . The doctrine is 

far too prominent, especial l y as the basis to the sovereignty 

of gr ace in salvation to say that Calvin placed it on the 

same level as all the res t. 

What Calvin did app '-)ar to find in the doctrine of election 

was a f irs t and f i nal word on the Hhol e reality ol the Chri s tian 

life, the \vord ~orhich tells us that the existence , continuance, 

33 J. T. hcNeill, The History and Character of Calvinism, Pg . 2ll . 
34 K. Barth, Op . Cit . , Pg.86. 
35 \"J. Niesel, The Theology of Q§].sin, Pg . 166. 
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and future of that life are wholly and utterly of the free grace 

of God . 36 As Niesel himself says , " the doctrin8 of election 

is indeed the final and necessary expression of the evangelical 

doctrine of Grace 11
•
37 To Calvin it was obvious that only a fir~ 

and prominent stress on God ' s election could uphold and maintain 

the freedom and sovereignty of God in the redemption of sinful 
men . 

Election upprec~ ~ted for i ts pr~ctical V~lue . 

In the fino.l edit1on of the I nstitutes , Calv.in ke pt 11ir; 

main discussion of the doctrine in a p:>sition which implied 

that it wa~ of great ~~ctical importance in the life of the 

believer, for it i s closely corm8cted \Tith the doctrine of 

justification by faith, prayer and the liberty of the Christian 

man . 38 Also in his sermons election is intensely practical 

and directly related to the Christian lifc . 39 On8 :::.cholar 

has said that as far as he ha::: been able to discover "Calvin 

never states rhere philosophical truth in his sermons" , for t J.: -=) 

preaching of predestination has for its aim the personal 

assurance of salvation in the life of the believer, as one 
chos en o.nd co.ll e~ by G9d . 4~ 
Three Influences on Cnlvin' s formulation of Election. 

(a) Of t-he various f~ct6rs which influenced Calvin in his 

formulation of election, his vie11 o1' Scripture undoubtedly 

heightened his sense of t he importancG of election . The 

Scriptures 1.;Jere the \Jord of God because they uere the oracles 

composed "at the dictation of th .; Holy Spirit" , for uhom the 

apostles \vere "certain and al~thentic secretaries"41 While 

some of his contemporaries expressed the view that the doctrine 

36 K. Barth, C~~rch~Dogr~tics, Vol . 2, 
37 W. Niesel, Qp ._G~.· , Pg . 168. 

Pt . 2, Pg . 86. 

38 

39 

40 

41 

Institutes, Book Three . 

T, H. L. Parker, 'The_Q..r:.a.cl es of God., Pg . 84 . 

1 . Nixon, John CJ.l vlJ:h. ExPO.§_i t o ry_..Preache r, Pg . 86. 

R. Davies , Th.e Problem of Author:.:lt.Y.._in__the Cont:iJ!Q..ll.tal 
Reformer~, Pg. 114 . 

Cf . also the fino article by A. D. Polman, Calvin~Jl_the 
Inspiratiorr_of Scripture, in John Calvin Cont~mporar1[ 
Prophet, Pg . 97 . 
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of predestination ought to be reserved as a kind of sec r et 

vlisdom for theolo~ians of sobriety and discret i on , and not be 

published abroad among the people, Calvin insisted that tiliat 

is revealed to us in Scripture is as such necessary and use -

ful t o be knmm by all as 11 it is the school of the Holy 

Spirit 11
•
42 Sverything delivered in Scripture on the subject 

of predestination ";,·Te must bcnvar e of lceepi nb from the faithful 

l est '.le seem e ither malic iously to deprive them of the bless-

ing o: God or to accuse and scoff at th) Spirit n43 Thus 

part of his insistence on election came from his view of himself 

as primarily an interpreter of the Wo rd of God a s i t is given 

. s . t 44 ln crlp ure . 

Calvin was right in his insistence that Scripture should 

be taken seriously, but his arguments would have been more 

convincing if he had not attempted to construct his doctrine 

of predes tination on the tFin pillars ol' experience and the 

testimony of scripture . 

(b) We hav2 already noted the profound impression made upon 

Calvin by .St . ~:ugustine . He 1·1as Calvin 1 s acknov1ledged master 

here ; even a cursory examination of Calvin ' s t eaching on the 

subject Hill reveal that he cites Aucustinc far more than any 

other non- biblical writer . On oc casion he can go so far as to 

say that he could write a confession of his belief on this 
Ll5 subject out of ..;.u_:;ustine ' s -.rritincs . ·- Quotations from 

Augustine abound i n Calvin 1 s '>Iri tinc,s, vlhile the s i mil arities 

behveen the h-m trriters are very noticeable. They both 

possess a deterministic cosmology, thou~h Augustine does not 

develop this aspect of his thou6ht with such prec ision as does 

Calvin after him in h i s chapters on Providence in the third 

edition of the Instit~tes . Calvin is quite willing to say 

---~·---- ~ ~ ~ - -------- - -"~ -- - - ·- ------·-~--

42 Inst . 3:21 :3 . 
43 Ibid . 
44 J . T. McNeill , John Ca~~ig_gll_the Christ i an Faith, Pg . xii . 
45 De Aet . Prae . VIII c . 266. For the thoroughgoing natur e of 

Calvin 1 s appeal to liUgustine on t h is mat t ar see t>er v . 
et_.1j,ib_. Bk . 3 . VI . c . 292 - 326 and !2;·.; A~!_~~rae . VIIIC':'2'65 -70 . 
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with Augustine that God works in men's hearts to incline them 

to commit evil deeds, which He can use to His glory- though 

Augustine adds th&t evil men are only so moved as a desert for 

the sins which they have already committed.46 As Calvin 

would likewise hold that all men are under the bondage of ori-

ginal sin, it is hard to distinguish any significant difference 

between his thought and t.t1a t of Aueust ine 's on this point. It 

is true that Calvin cle&rly enunciates a doctrine of double 

predestination (see Pg. 70 ) , yet he can claim very good 

support from the phraseology of Augustine, even though 

Augustine does not present the doctrine in any systematic 

form. Like Augustine, who appeals t o the " occulta justitia" 

of God which is f~r above human understanding, when the pre-

destinating activity of God is called into account , Calvin 

resort s to saying that 11God favours Eis elect, because He i s 

pleased to do so, and shows mercy because He is pleased to 

do so 11 .47 At times also we find striking similari t ies of 

mood, as for example when we compare their attitude to certain 

texts which emphasise the universal aspe cts of the work of 

Christ. An exam9le of this is their exegesis of I Tim. 2:4, 

"God our Saviour ...• who wil l have all men to be saved ..• ", 

which Calvin interprets very like Augustine to mean that God, 

once having limited His mercy to a single nation, now extends 

it to the whole world and to every class , t hough not to eve ry 

individual .48 Vfuile i t is impossible for us to s ay that 

Augustine and Calvin belie ved in a " limited atonementtt (a doc-

trine which arose more for a desire for logical consistency 

than out of fidelity to the Biblical ~itness among Calvin's 

successors ), it is doubtful whe ther they really took seriously 

46 Se e De Grat. et Lib. Arb. xx. 41 and 43 . XLIV c . 906 and 909 . 
47 Inst . 3:22:8 . 
48 Inst. 3 : 24:16 . 
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the more universal aspects of the work of Christ as decl ared in 

the Script ures. 

(c ) It is not always recognised, however, that Calvin's 

period in Strasburg (1538 - 41) when he came into contact with 

Martin Bucer did much to mould his predestinarian views.49 

"Principally", said Calvin, "I have wished to follow Bucer, 

a man of holy memory" . Seeberg has noted that 

"not only hi s ethical apprehension of the wor k of the 
Reformation, but also his views upon a number of 
important doctrines - as of sacraments , of predestina­
tion, and of faith - point distinctly to this source 11 . 50 

Two works of Bucer treat of predestination De regno Christi 

(where i t is treated in a Christocentric setting) and his 

Introduction to the exposition of the epistle to the Romans 

where his pr edestinarian views are treated at some length. This 

is essentially election to salvation , but in a wider sense 

predestination is traced to the divine predeterminat ion so 

that one may also speak of a "predest ination of the wicked " . 

Bucer ' s earlier and stronger views appeared in 1524 in 

Grund and Ursache where double predes tina tion was taught in 

al l its rigor , together with a doctrine of limited atonement 

and the work of the Holy Spirit in the e lect alone . But 

with Bucer (as with Calvin later) this doctrine was before 

all a practical doctrine: the words "e lect " and 11 reprobate 11 

appear to be synonymous wi th 11 pi ous 11 and '\vicked 11 • The essentia l 

f or him was the exper i ence of theeternal choi ce of grace , the 

conversion of the sinner. 

It is thus natural tha t the doctrine of Calvin, and by 

Calvin the doctrine and piety of the whol e of Calvinism, 

should have born the spec i al imprint of the doctrine· and piety 

of Bucer. And that is especially evident on three points , 

49 From the ar ticle by E. G. Rupp, The Swi ss Reformers and the 
Sects, Pg. ll5 in the New Cambridge ~iodern History, Vol. 2. 

50 R. Seeberg, The History of Doctrines, Pg. 393 . 
cf. B. B. warfield, Calvin and Augustine, Pg. 22 . 



according to Doumereue : first a close relationshi~ with 

pietism, then an insistence on conversion and the moral 

character of the new life, and finally a sharp distinction 

between the converted and unconverted (or as Bucer said, 

49. 

"between the elect and reprobate " ). One schol&r notes that 

so c l os ely do Calvin's modes of express i on resemble those 

of Bucer here that he is inclined to believe Calvin derived 

the main strands of his predestination doctrine from Bucer . 51 

The impact of Bucer's formulation, with its intense practical 

c.onc.ern, on Calvin can be seen in a brief c omparison of 

Luther's doctrine of predestination with Calvin's . Luther 

in hi.s fie rce assault on Erasmus' De libert o ar b j.tr_io wrote 

De servo arbitrio (1525) in which his thought on predestination 

is governed more by a metaphysi cal determinism than by the 

New Testament conce ption of God . 52 Luther thinks of predesti-

nation essentially in relation to the dest iny of ~en , i . e . , 

to eternal life . Calvin sees it in a more practical light, 

that the supr e me end of eterna l l ife i s not attained without 

terrestria l means, i . e . , obedience and order. 53 Thus predest i -

nation becomes for him, and for the Reformed Church, the 

source of an energy wlJ ich leavens t he whole of soc i ety. 'l'he 

elect are seen at once as constituting the mystical b ody of 
the Church E~d tht living soul of humGn society . 5~ 

. . 

Pre de s tin. a t i _ _9n_:_~;~_12 o .£~.£~~ c 011'!~!}~ . .2~1:.~-~-he p -:. __ t:~.£.11'"' :r> ~- . 
A general study of th~ thebl o~y of thl Refor mers ~ill 

soon show us that this doct r ine is by no means peculiar to 

Calvin. In one sense it is a primary dogma of the Reformation, 

since Luther, Me l anchthon , Zwingli, and Bucer al l grapp l ed 

51 

52 

53 

54 

Scheibe, Calvins Pradestinationslehre (1897) as 
B-. Warfi eld, Studies in Theology, Pg .• 132. 

quoted in 

R. Seebe r g, A History of Doctrines, Pg . 244. 

L. Boettner , The Re formed Doctrine of Predestination, Pa.408f. 
The pract ica l importance of pr edestination is e viden ced in 
Calvin ' s ethical r eforms in Geneva . 

Doumergue, op.. cit . , Pg-. 410. 
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with it in their attempts to re-establish a truly biblical 

theology. An a ppreciation of the theolocy of the reformers 

of the second generat i on (Beza 9 Peter Martyr 9 Musculus 9 Zanchi) 

reveals that this doctrine is still Jrominent in their writ ings 9 

especially in its most extreme supralapsarian form. ~vhat we 

owe to Calvin is the clearest and most consistent expression of 

the doctrine of predestination in the Institutes and through 

his influence in the Reformed Creeds. But he cannot be desig-

nated "the theologian of predestination" or "the father of 

e lection", as in much popular thou£ht. 

In fact
9 

Calvin states the doctrines of div ine sovereign-

ty and predestination more cautiously and biblically than either 

Luther or Zwingli had consis tent ly done. All three maintained 

equally that God's sovereignty was absolute 9 t hat history was 

simply the temporal outworking of His eternal plan 9 that some 

had been unconditionally chosen for salvation while the rest 

had been reprobated; but Zwingli had tended to discuss these 

truths speculatively and Luther paradoxically 9 both with a 

certain admixture of ~hilosophy. It was left to Calvin to ex-

pound predestination on a more prominently biblical basis 9 from 

an exclusively r el i g ious and pastoral po int of view. That is, 

he was not forwarding a theory of the cosmic process : he was 

above all attempting to show how b elief that God is sovereign 

in grace and redemption strengthens faith in, prompts prayer to, 

and evokes worship of the One from whom our salva tion proceeds . 55 

It is from t h i s s t andpoint that one must view Calvin ' s doctrine 

of elifi'ction. 

55 J. Packer, Calvin the Theologian, in the Int e rnational 
Reformed Bulletin Oct . 1959. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

PRESUPPOSITIONS : CALVIN'S DOCTRINE OF 
MAN AND DOCTRI NE OF GOD . 

51. 

Before treating Calvin's doctrine of e l e cti on in more 

detail it is essential that we first place it in a right per-

spe ct i ve against the background of tbe basic motifs of his 

theology, especially his teaching on the nature of man1 and the 

Living God . It is true that Calvin always begins with the 

Scriptural data concerning the subject at hand and does not in-

fer one dogma from another 1 a method which is characteristic of 

t t h . c l . . 2 seven een cen~ury a v1n1sm. His predestinarian views, how-

ever, are obviouSly influenced by his doctrine of man an d God, 

to which we now turn . 

The Imago Dei in Calv in's Theology: 

For Calvin the image of God resides chiefly in the s oul , 

although the divine glory is also reflected in man ' s outward 

appearance . 3 The term imago dei refers to 

" the integrity vtith which Ad am wa r:, endued when his 
intellect was clear , his affections s ubordina ted to 
reason, all his s enses duly r egulate d, and when he 
truly as cribed all h~s excellence to thv admirable 
gifts of His Make r 11 .4 

Here we see that Calvin has followed Augustine and the Scholas-

tics by interpreting the imago dei in terms of rationality, a 

view partly derived from Greek philosophy and particul arly from 

the Stoics . 5 Profe ssor Torrance is guilty of special plee~ing 

when he says that, 

"Calvin does not th i nk of the imago de i in terms of 
being , tha t i s , in terms of man being this or ~ hat 

in himse lf, but in t erms og a spiritual r elation to 
the gracious will of God ". 

1 An exhaus t ive and brilliant tre atment of Calvin ' s doctrine of 
man wil l b e found i n T. F. Torrance , Calvin ' s Doctrine of Man . 

2 A.D. Polman, Barth , P~ . 33. 
3 Inst . 3.23.3. 
4 Ibid . 
5 D. cairns , The Image of God in Man, Pg. 112. 
6 T. F . Torrance , Op . Cit . , P£ . 79 , 80. Itali cs. mine . 
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No e vidence for this is found in Calv i n; on the contrary we do 

find a clear claim that the imago dei is God 1 s gift of' ration­

ality to mWl . •r.i1e more prominc.nt b iblical emphasis on the 

imago understood as a saving~ dynamic relationship of faith, 

as an "analogis relationis 11 is · not obvious in Calvin 1 s wri tings.7 

contrary to Aucustine, he expressly re~udiated the idea that the 

will i s primary in man in his commentary on Ephesians 4.17, 

" the mind holds the hichest rank in the human consti­
tution, is the seat of reason,

8
presides over the will, 

and r es trains sinful desires". 

Original 8 in : 

Man was created with freedom of ~ill by which if he chose 

he would be able to obtain eternal life . Adam could have stood 

if he so wished , and though he was not grf·nte d the e ift of per-­

severance it was by his ovm will that he ~ell . 9 Adam received 

the various human endov:ments for t.!:Je whole hum.:..!1 race , so that 

when he fell they were at the sanE time lost to mankind and his 

corrupti on was pessed on to his des cendc:nts. 10 It is obvious 

how close Calvin st~nds to Augustine at this point . He does, 

howeve r, differ from P.!.l.C:J.Stine on the tr&nsmicsion of AdaG1 1 s 

sin and guil t to hio descendants ; there is nothing in fact 

h h t t th . t . . .J.. th f . t .p d 11 
\ l ic necessi a es J.S ransmlSS lOn excei:> ... · e 11.1. O.L Go . 

It is his will that the nature of man should be such that the 

state of sin is passed o~ . Why and ho~ it i s passed on he 

refuses to discuss . 

Adam is the n t:1e root of the human race, and as a result 

of his Fall the im~ge of God in man is so corrupted as to be 

7 cf . T. F . Torrance~ ~l~.§ __ yvord of Go9._1!-~~ --~_Q_e_IJ_~_tu~_of_M_B:!_!, an 
article in Rr~ forr1at::o.'1 Old and :t-TJ v. (1~....~. ~·' · v; . Catillleldl for a 
clear presc:ni":.~t-:lon-o:.; ·thc .. '"".JIGlic <..1l and Reformed vitw of man . 
c f . also s . BE".";::>b c.ge, ~-:an i11 ya·~,;ure_?:_I_!q_G:race , Pgs. 9-23 . 

8 cf . Inst . 1:15 : 8 :rthe \'d.l l being thus perfectly submissive 
-- to the authority of reaso~L . .. " 

9 Ins t . 1:15 : 8. 
10Ibid. 
11 Ins t . 2 . l. 7 ~ 8. 
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"a fe arful deformity 11
,
12 though n ot totally defaced. Though 

eve ryon e is liable to the punishment for his OM1 deeds , original 

sin alone i s sufficient for the condemnation of all men . Al-

though sin may not ap pear openly in young children, yet there 

is so much laten t corruption enclosed in their souls as to 

r end er them worthy of condomnation before God . 13 Calvin's 

t elling ar gument agains t prede s tinati on "after mer i ts which have 

be en foreseen 1114 is that all God could possibly foresee in men 

apart from the workine of His grace would be worthy of eternal 

condemn at i on . l 5 

Althou[h Calvin would mainta in that he was merely follow-

ing Scripture and 6specially the 1)auline concept i on of man, it 

is neve r theless obvi ous that i n this disc ussion he has been 

strongly influenced by his extensive reading of st . Augustine's 

writings . 

The Doctrine of Total Depr a vity : 

The depravity caused by tht Fall is of a total nature16 

so that the whole man falls under the influence of sin : 

"we are so entirely contr olled by the powe r of s in that 
the whole mind, the whole heart, and all our actions are 
under its infl uence . compuls i on I a lways except, for 17e 
s i n spontaneously, as it would be no sin were it not 
voluntary. But we are so g iven up to sin that we can do 
willingly nothine but sin ; for the corruption which bea.r:> 
rule within us thus drives us onward 11 . 17 

The words used by Calvin to describe this fallen state are 

"perversity" , ' ' depravity" , and "corruption". I t is important 

to understand clearly Calvin ' s presentat ion of this state of 

fallen man : ...,.1hen we come t o tbink of man as he actually is vte 

12 cf . Comm. on Rom. 3 : 23 "Man is altogether s poiled of all glory 
and partial righteousness is a Fable " . 

l3 Comm. on Ezekiel 18 . 20. 
14 "post praevisa merita11 • 

15 De . aet . Dei . pr aed . VIII . 
16 Ins t . 2 . 1. 9 • 

c . 308 . 

l7 Comm. on Romans 7 . 14 . 



must think of man within t 11e con text of grace from wh i ch he 

has fallen . 18 

54. 

Calvin refused to enunciat e a doctrine in abstraction from 

the ne w cre a t i on in Christ whe re man is t:J laced in the light of 

hi s orig inal state : so that the imago dei in whi ch and unt o 

which man is created we see at last in Christ . '?his means that 

by starting from the fact o~ grace, Calvin forms his doctrine 

of man ' s present depravity only as a corollary of grace . 19 The 

r e ve lation of the grace of God in Chris t which results in a new 

creation carries with it a total judgement upon man as he is, 

including mind and will, that is, upon " the natural man". It is 

because faith must speak of salvat i on and for giveness in total 

terms thG~.t it must also speak of sin and depravity in tot a l 

te rms . 20 Because his fundamental relation with God is pe r -

verted, his whole nature is de praved and all parts of him are 

corrupted. Total corruption and total depravity in the spirit-

ual sense in wnich Calvin uses these terms means a total per-

versi on, because fal l en man is actually turned away in h is being 

and acts from God - and this is his complete alienation and 

death . 21 

Because he i s turned away f rom God , he i s also a lienated 

from himself. 22 As a result of this distorted relationship 

all that is and remains man i s perve r ted - which applie s equally 

t o the imago dei because whate ver remains of that is now a 

"horrible deformity 11 •
23 As Calvin says , 

18 T. F. Torrance, The Word of God and the Nature of Man, Pg. l29. 

l9 Comm. on John 3 . 3f ; 3 . 17f. ; Rom. 6 . 21 Inst . 2 . 16 . 1-3, 
C.~ omm. on I John 5 .16 . - -

20 T. F . Torrance , Calvin ' s Doctrine of Uan , Pg. 85 . 
21 comm. on John 11 : 25 ; cf . 17: 6 . " .. • they are partic ul a rly 

hostile to Himself". 
22 Comm. on Gen. 3 .1 , Gal . 5 :19- 23 . 
23 Inst. 1.15 . 4 cf . 1.15.1 where ''miserable ruin" is anothe r 

favourite expression ; Sermon on Job 14.13 . 



"true it is when we come into the world we bring some 
remnant of God ' s ima,::e wherein Adam was created : how­
beit the same image is as disfigured as we are full of 
unrighteousness 9 and there is nothing but blindness 
and i e-norance in our minds"· 24 

55. 

Thus Calvin can go on to define original sin as "an here -

ditary corruption and depravity of our nature extending to all 

parts of the soul1125 and can even say that " the whole nature is 

d b d f . " . . . h ·t . t 11 26 a see - e o s1n 1n wrnc ' pe rvers1 y never ceases • It is 

on this point of total depravity that Calvin expressly quarrels 

with the Roman Church . He refuses to allow that fal l en man 

retains human nature in its essential i nteerity even though he 

has lost the 11 supernatural 11 gifts and graces with wh i ch he was 

endowed . 27 Though they admit, be says , that our nature has 

become depr~ved, they try to limit it to an inclinati on to evil 

residing i.n the inferior p?.r t of the soul 9 and deny that it 

exists in a per r.on subsequent to baptism. We can, however, 

have no real i dea of sin unless we think of it as extending to 

every part of the soul and corrupting every part of the heart 

and mind of man . 28 Uore ove r, Calvin erect s this doctrine of 

total depravity agains t any insinuation that man has something 

of his own ·rvhich he is able to contribute to his salvatim .. 29 

Total depravity prepares the way for the evangelical assurance 

that our salYation is the act of God's sovereign grace, un­

touchable by h uman activity or weakness. 30 

sweeping ~s this may seem, Calvin will not, however , 

allow that every gift of God has been complete ly lost to man; 

instead he quotes with approval the saying ot Augustine that 

24 Serli!9!.1_~!1 Jo~ 1L~ . 13 . 
25 Inst . 2.1 . 8 . , cf . Comm. on Eph . 2 . 3 . 
26 

Ibid_.; .~nst. 4 .15 . 10 "their whole nature is a seed of sin''· 
27 T. F. Torrance, Q~~it ., Pg. 108. 
28 

comm._~!!.-f~ · 51.7 . 
29 Nee, rteform. Church. VI . c. 483. 
30 J,S . Vfuale, The Prot estant Tradition , Pg. 144. 
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man's natural gifts have been corrupted by sin, while h i s super­

natural ones have been taken away . 31 By supernatural gifts 

Calvin means 

"the light of faith and righteousness which would have 
been sufficient for the attainment of the heavenly life 
and everlas ting felicity .... . al l things which pertain 
to the blessed life of tLe soul are extin gui shed in him 
• .• among these arc faith , love to God , chari t y toward 
our neighbour, the study of righteousness and holiness ... 
all these when r est ored to us by Christ are to be re­
garde d as adventitious and above nature 11 . 32 

Concerning natural gifts, Calvin says 

" soundness of mind and integrity of heart were at the 
same time wi tbdravm and it is that which constitutes 
the corruption of natural gifts . For although there 
is still sou1e residue of' intelligence and judgement 
as well as will, we cannot call a mind sound and entire 
which is both weak and immersed in darkness 11 , 33 

According to Calvin man stil l possesses intellige nce to under-

stand earthly matters - among which are included politics, 

science, and the liberal arts, but the utt er incapacity of his 

reason is revealed once it attempts to raise itself to divine 

matters . 34 

The Will in Nature : 

Turning to Calvin's view of the human will we note the 

title of Chapter Two in Book Two, Man now depr_~v~.d of Freedom 

of Wi ll ....tnd mis eFably enslaved . He sees the nature of man as 

be ing composed of two parts, viz., int ellect and will . The Fal l 

has destroyed the freedom of b otl1 the intellect and will. Quot­

ing Augustine35 he maintain s that man, by making a bad use of 

fr ee will , lost b oth himself and free will so that the will is 

" subject to lusts which conque r and enchain it ". Reason or 

intellect as a natural gift was not ent irely destroye d, but was 

31 
32 

33 

34 

Inst . 

Ibid . 
Ibid . 
Inst , 

2 . 2 . 12 . 

Italics mine . 

2 . 2 . 13 . 

35 John Calvin, On the Reformat i on of the Church, Pg. 76 , 
ed , T. F . Torrance . 
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so corrupted that "a shapeless ruin is all that recnains 1136 . 

Similarly the will because inseparable from the nature of man 

did not perish but was so enslaved by depraved lusts as to be 

incapable of one ri rrhte ous desire37, 

Hi f the wbole man is SLlbjec t to the dominion of sin, 
surely the will which is its princioal seat must be 
bound with tbe closest of chains 11 .-'a 

Man , since he was corrupte d by the Fall, sins not because ~e 

is forced, but voluntarily "by a mos t forward bias of' his mind ", 

not by violent compulsion or external force, but by the move -

ment of his own passion; and yet , such is the depravity of his 

nature that he cannot mov6 and act exceQt in the direction of 

evi1. 39 

In one passage Calvin compares human f r eedom to that of 

God and the devil; God ' s free- vvill is not impeded because He 

necessarily must act rightly, while th6 devil sins voluntarily 

though of necessity he can do nothing but evil . If this is so , 

man does not sin less voluntarily b ecause he is under the 

necessity of sinning.4° 

Calvin clearly distinbuishes between enslavement and 

compulsion of the will : 

11For the sake of learning, as the word itself signifies, 
the truth must be spoken so that it may be understood 
what necessity is . Therefore we call necessity that which 
is not turne d this way or that of its own accord or by an 
internal move ment of choice, but is violently carrierl 
away by an external compulsion . We call that voluntary 
which turns of its own fre e- will whether it is led, but 
is not carried off by force. ~inally, the will is a slave 
which because of its corruption is kept captive under 
the power of its evil desires, so that it can choose 
nothing but evil even if it does so of its own accord and 
freely, not driven by ext ernal compulsion . According to 
these definitions , we give to a man power of judgement, 
and voluntary at tbat; so that if he does anything wrong 
he ought to impute it to himself and of his own free 
choice 11 . 4l 

36 Inst . 2 . 2.12 . 
37 Ibid . 
38 Inst . 2 . 2 . 27 . 
39 In s t . 2 . 3 • 5 . 
40 'Ibid . 

4l ¥e s ~. c antra Pig. 
am 'in de btea"to 

VI. p. 280 . ( CR) 
Hussell for Tfiis quotation . 
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If f r ee-will is to be opposed to a coerced will, Cal vin would 

say that man possesses free - will , and would 0ppose as a heretic 

an yone who denied it . . 

Knowledge after the Pal l and Vatural Religion : 

Finally , we must consider briefly what k i nd of knowledge 

i s left to man after the Fall . calvin answers this shortly in 

h i s commentary on John l :5, 

"The light which still dwells in corrupt nature cons i sts 
chiefly of two parts : first , all men naturally possess 
some seed of religion and , secondly , the distinction 
be tween good and evi l is engraved on their conscience ". 

Calvin maintains that there exists in fallen man an inherent, 

universal , and indelib l e "sensus divinitatis 11 • At the end of 

Chapter IV in thE first book of the Institute·s (1 . 4.4.) he con-

eludes : 

11 Yet this is further proof of what I now contend for 
that a deitas sensum is naturally engraved in the 
hearts of men, since necessity exhorts a confession 
of it, even from the r eprobates themselves. In t he 
time of tran~uillity they facetiously mock God, and 
with loquacious impertinence derogate from His power . 
But if any despair weighs them down, it stimulates 
them to seek Him, and dictates short prayers ; which 
proves that they are not altogether ignorant of God . ... : ! 

There is in tne heart of every man a 11 divinitus religionis 

semen '' but this is usually stifled or when it is cherished by 

fallen man he is not led by it to a true worship of God but into 

superstition and idolatry . 42 

concerning the light of natural religi on which is left in 

man Calvin says that there is no race so barbarous which does 

not possess some conviction of the existence of God. 4~ In fact 

there is an objective revelation of God in His works, but be -

cause of sin man is not able to discern the Creator in His 

works . 44 For Calvin thE fw1ction of the r evelation of God in 

nature is the r efore negative~ to take away excuse for sin and 

42 
43 
44 

T. H ... L . Parker , Calvin's Doctrine of" the Knowle·d~ of God) Pg. 31 .. 

comm·. on Hab. L 16 ... 

G. C. Berkouwer~ General Revelation, Pg. 30. 
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to make men guilty before God, thereby serving as a pre paration 

f or the Gospe l.4S Men constantly faced with t hi s object ive 

revelation do not apprehend the true God to whom it witnesses 

but become idolaters by worshipping the idols of thei~ imagi-

nat i on. Even in the intellect of fa l len man there are certain 

sparks of knowledge concerning God and his duty , yet because of 

this fal l enness this knowledge is rad i cally distorted and ob-

scured . In fact it is through this distortion of knowledge 

that fallen man loses his freedom, thus becoming blind in his 

idolatry. 

The Will when under gr ace : 

In concludinc our rev iew of Calvin's doct rine of man it 

is interestinc to note his jealousy for divine grace which leads 

him to deny free- will both in the natural man and the man who 

is under grace . In this he differs from Augustine who held that 

the Holy Spirit restores to man the power of willing good . The 

grace of God operates in our wills, transforming , ass i sting, 

working , urging to good works . Calvin believes there is a 

dynamic r e lationship betwee n God and the will cf regenerate 

man - t.be author of every good work is in fact God . It is all 

of God, 

" ...• everything good in the will i s entirely the 
result of grace 11 . 46 

" .... to show our utter destituti on, Paul argues , that 
we merit nothing be cause ·.te are created in Jesus Christ 
unto good works, which God bas pr epared ; again intimat­
ing by these \tords t~-.:at all the fruits of good works 
are orir ina lly and imme diately fr om God 11 . 4f 

Oman has right ly contended that if Calvin is right here there 

is no r eal goodness in the behaviour of the redeemed in that 

they do n ot free ly will it . 48 

45 T. R. L. Parker, Op . Cit ., Pg . 39 . 
46 Ins t . 2. 3 . 6 . 
47 Inst . 4 . 14. 7 . 

48 J . Oman, Grace and ~ersonality , Pg . 48 . 
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The Basis for his Doctrine of God : 

Turning to Calvin's doctrine of God we find him maki ng 

the clear a s sertion t hat 

" they who imagine God i n His naked majesty apa;rt 
from Christ have an i dol in the place of God". 49 

But wh i l e YVe are impressed vvi th Calvin ' s bold declaration of 

t l1e basis for his underst anding of the div ine nature, we n ever-

theless find that i n his treatmen t of the doctrine of God he 

has n ot always obeyed his own axiom. 50 I n fuct, because he 

did not make it clear in the opening chap t e rs of the Insti t ut es 

that Christ i s the sta r t i ng point i'or all understand i n g of God, 

whett.er a s Creator or Redeemer , t he result is tr1at some have 

mi sinterpreted him t o be a natural theologian.5l We need not 

deve lop this here, excel:Jt t o say that his apparent ambiguity 

has caused Seeberg to con clude that in Calv i n ' s doct rine of God 

52 Omnipotent Will i s the: controll ing thought . 

Calvin himself says of Frovi dence, in t he last resort 

" we must account God's will the best of all re asons", and tha t 

we are to 11re gard His wi l l as our only rule of just ice 11 • 
53 

This overpowering s ense . of the prov iden tial wi ll of God is no-

ticeable throughout a ll his writ i ngs and profoundly influences 

his formul ation of the doctrine of pre destinat ion . Hunter con-

siders that Calv in ' s early sympathy wi th the principles of 

s toicism and the saturation of his mind with Augustine ' s t each-

ing ca used him to make sovereign wi ll central to his doctrine 

of God. 54 

49 comm. on I Pete r 1 . 2. 

50 A. lil. Hunter, The 'l'eaching of Calv in , Pg . 50. 
51 T.H.L. Parker, Op . Cit . , Pg . 125. 
_,.~ Parker notes tho.t from Calvin 1 s writings and exposi tions 

it is more ob vious that Chr ist was t he centre of h is 
thought in preachi ng. 

52 

53 

54 

R. Seab e r g , The Hi story of Doct rine , Pg. 396 . 

Inst. 1 . 17. 1 and 2 . 

A. M. Hunter , Op . Cit . , Eg .. 50. 
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The Relation Between God's Action and Man's Life in the world: 

God, for Calvin, is not a momentary creator who completed 

His work once f or all and then left it.55 The divine omnipo-

tence does not alternate between action and non-action, but is 

continually active, " vigilant, efficacious, energetic". 56 As 

Creator lie is also Governor and Preserver, not merely imposing 

general motion to the world but by His special providence sus-

taining all things even down to a drop of rain. 57 F'or God to 

govern the world through each creature 's nature would only lead 

to confused government~8 so Calvin rejects any idea that God 

governs only through prescience; the reason why God foreknow& 

an e vent is because He has determined it.59 Both prescience 

and predestination are attributed by Calvin to God, but he 

explicitly refuses to make predestination dependent on pre-

science. 60 Quoting Paul, he declares that whatever virtue 

ap pe ars in men is the result of ele ction - this destroys any 

sense of merit which men imagine to exist in themselves . 61 

11Presc.ience 11 means for Calvin that for God there is no past or 

future, but that all things are present for Him. 62 This dis-

paragement of prescience as determining the divine act ivity 

flows logically fr om Cal vin's understanding of God's action in 

governing the world . No real place is g iven to created natures 

as God governs His creation directly, therefore in the last 

res ort nothing can be foreseen by God apart from liis own 

actions. 63 On the other t;and it is noticeable in his 

55 rnst . 1.16.1. 
56 In§.!. 1.16 . 3. 
57 Inst. 1.16.5. 
58 comm. on Acts 2.23 . 
59 Comm. on Gen. 41.17. 
60 Inst . 3.21.5. 
61 rnst. 3 . 22 . 2 . 
62 rnst . 3.21.5. 
63 A. lvl . Hunter, 0[2. Cit . , Pg. 137. 
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. discuss i on of the respons i b i lity of man and of nriginal s i n 

t hat Cal vin does allow that man possesses a natur e of his own. 

Calvin , further , will n ot allow any distinction between 

permission and ordination. 64 Men , in fact, do nothing save 

"· .• at the secret instigation of God , and do not discuss 
and deliberate on anythin g bu t what He has previ ously 
decreed with Himself and brings to pass by His secret 
discretion ..•• " 

God s o rules and governs men that they cannot move even one of 

their little fingers without accomplishing a work of God. 65 

God ' s ~rov i dential contr ol over men is thus to be s een in two 

ways - not only does He influence their minds in v~1ateve r 

direction He wishes, but He also overrules their wicked devices 

66 to a good end . Why botn types of sovereignty are necessary 

Calvin does not discuss, but this passage reveals Calvin ' s lack 

of clarity about the function of human activity . Th i s we shall 

see more clearly when we examine his defence against the charge 

that God is the author of evil . 

Cal vin ' s Attitude to Secondary causes~ 

Calvin's attitude to secondary causes vascillates. At 

one time he is prepared to admit them in the fullest sense of 

t h e word : 

" Indee d the truth i s , that God does n othing which He 
has not decreed by Hi s own secret ~rovidence before 
the creation of the world : but sometime intermediate 
causes intervene , why thi s or that should happen (th~t 
is, effecting the happening of this or that point ) 11 . 67 

Howe ver , in the Inst itutes he will hardly allow " second causes " 

any status whatever and trJey are regarded as 11 instrumenta 11 

rathe r than as real agents . For Calvin the truth i s that since 

64 
65 
66 
67 

11 t ne wi ll of God is said to be the cause of all thi n gs , 
all the counsels and actions of men must be held to be 
governed by His providence ; so tnat He not only exerts 
His powe r in the elect , who are guided by the Holy 

In st . 1.18. 1. 
De aet . Dei. Praed . VIII c. 105f. 
Comm. on Ps . 105.17. 
comm. on Ex. 4.14. 
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Spirit , but also for ces the r eprobate to do Him se r vice 1168 

Calvin quotes as examples a man falling among robb ers or be ing 

shipwrecked at sea : the carnal mind will attribute this to 

"for tune'' , but the be li ever will see that all events are gove rn-

69 ed by the secret counsel of God . 

That God is a vague ~rimary cause he rej ects, since 

God 's providence consists of definite and constant act i on . 7° 

Also disallowe d are proximate or secondary causes i n troduced to 

cover the r eal cause of divine predestination or reprobation in 

1 . . a· . 71 re l g lOUS lSCUSS lOn, In other pass ages , however, he suggests 

that God ' s ac t ivity does not violate the nature of seconda r y 

causes, and is not separated from them. 72 

His Two Conceptions of God ' s Ac~ions in Relation to the world: 

Whi l e we have already seen that Calvin attempts to sepa-

rate predestination from providence , it is neverthe l ess obvious 

t hat hi s treatment of thcete rnal destinies of men is con ditioned 

by a cardinal sense of the d iv ine sovereignty . This is evident 

in t·he recur ring refr ain, "the secret counsel of God 11 and 

"nothing happens but what he has knowi ngly and willingly decr eed!! 

Furthermore , it appears that Calvin is struggling unconsciously 

with tw o diffe r ent conceptions of the actions of the Living God ; 

in one he affirms that it is " cold and l i feless to represen t 

God as a momentary Creator, who complet6d His work once for all 

and then l eft it''73, whi l e the other set.s God bound by a plan 

laid out before time, following a course determined and res~ict-

68 

69 

70 

71 

72 

73 

Inst . 1. 18.2 . 

Inst. 1.16 . 2 . 

Inst . 1.16. 3 , 4 . 

Comrn. on Rom. 11 . 7 . 

De . aet . De i praed . VIII c . 354. 

Inst . 1.16 .1. 
cr:-Prof. Torrance ' s observation that 11 i t i s significant tha·~. 
to the question , 'What is God ' s Being? ', Calvin answers only 
with verbs( eg. s e rm. on Deut . 32 . 32f . ) In other words, Calvin'G 
biblicaidoctrine of the Living God is in complete contrast 
to the Aris tote lian and Scholastic conception of the Divine 
Be ing 11 • 
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ed by His own "decree". This latter view will appear more 

clearly in the formulation of his predestinarian views, where 

the ~redetermined destinies of' men are blatantly asserted. 

Two Objections to his Understanding of God: 

There are t wo main objections to his view of the living 

God with which Calvin had to deal in the Institutes. 

(a) Fi~st, the charge was laid against him that in his con­

ception of God he approximated to stoic fa talism.74 In reply 

he points out that the stoi cs imagine "a necessity consisting 

of a perpetual chain of causes", and their scheme thus rests 

upon the inviolability of the natural order of cause and events , 

while the Christian Faith refe~s all events to the wise and 

determined action of the living God : 

"we acknowledge God as the arbiter and director of all 
things who , according to His ~isdom , decreed from the 
remote eternity what He would do , and now by His power 
executes what He decreed 11 .75 

Here the static view of God is evident, and the totality of 

events in the universe, both in nature an d the lives of men, is 

referred back to the eternal counsel of God . It is interesting _ 

that Calvin does not attack the irres~tibility of fate here, but 

rather refuses to accept the impersonality of the stoic con-

ception. "Fortune" and " chance 117~re described as "heat hen 

terms'' be cause 

11 if all success is blessing from God and calamity and 
advers ity are His curse, there is no place left in 
human affairs for Fortune and chance 11 . 77 

(b) The otber ob j ection wac that his view made God the author 

of evil. It must be admitted that this charge Calvin found 

hardest to meet. At times he is driven to re t ire within the 

impregnable citadel of inerrant Scripture and call for adoring 

74 Inst. 1.16 . 8 . 
75 Italics mine . 

76 cf. Luke 10. 31 "by chance there came down a certain priest .. 11 
77 Inst. 1.16.8. 
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acceptance of divine truth. his logic carries him to a position 

he cannot relinquish without endangering the whole basis of his 

doc t rine. 78 Calvin refused to take the Augustinian line of 

defence here of' arguing that, as evil is essential ly a negat ion 

of b eing , God could not be regarded as i ts author. Instead, he 

preferred to maintain that t hose things wickedly done by man can 

be justly termed the works of God79 ; and he quotes various Old 

Testament examples to show how the wickedness of men at the same 

time was seen as the wi l l of God . I\Ie n commit theft or murder 

because they are thieves and murderers, but God uses the ir 

wickedne ·ss to a righte ous end, either to chastise one pers on or 

e xe r cise the patience of another . 80 Calvin refuses to say that 

the wicked sin by nece ss i ty, but holds ratl1er that necessity 

lies in God ' s working out His plan through their evil dee ds. 81 

We have alr eady noted that he refuses to take r efuge in the 

view that God simply allows sin : i n the Consensus Pastorum he 

echoed Zwingli by insisting that "God does not merely allow sin; 

it happens ac t ually by His will 11 •
82 constantly , howeve r, he 

re turn s to the myste ry of t he cross of Christ . 83 It is pre-

cisely tilere that we see "how in the same event the guilt of 

men is declared and the righteousness of God shines forth" . He 

uses t h e anal ogy of a dead body which placed in the sun gives 

off a f oul stench, and yet we do not b l ame the sun for these 

odours . In a simil ar way the action of God i s r e l ated to t he 

wickedness of men ; His righteous action brings forth thei r 

wickedness, yet He is in no way r esponsible for their sin. 84 

78 
A . M. Hunter, Op . _Q_l_! . , Pg . 142 . 

79 Inst . 1.18 . 4 . 
80 comm. on Act s 2 . 23 . 
81 Contra Pi ghius VI. c . 256 . ( CR ) 
82 

A. l\1 . Hunte r, ~Cit ., Pg. 142. 
83 
84 

W. Ni esel , The Theology of Calv in , Pg . 77 . 

Ins t . 1. 17 . 5 . 
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We may note here that Calvin recognises man as possessing 

a nature of his own, and as not just a passive instrument in the 

hand of God, When discussing divine justice and human responsi-

bility it woul d appear that Calvin has a different view of God 

from what one would expect when we read some of his statements 

about the all-embracing nature of providence. 85 

85 I am grat eful t o Rus se ll for this co1nment. 



CHAPTER FIVE. 

CALVIN'S DOCTRINE OF ELECTION. 

On predes t inat ion we have already noted that Calvin was 

profoundly influenced by st. August ine, whose name and writings 

he used profusely in controversial discussion with opponents. 

Barth, however, maintains that his immediate source was the 

writings of Isidore of Seville in the 7th coiitur.y :mlii. the monk , 

Gottschalk, who lived in the 9th century who taught that 

"Predestination is twofold - either of the elect unto repose 

or of the reprobate unto death 11 • For both predestinat i on 

clearly means "double predestinat i on" : double in t he sense that 

election and rej ection are two parallel movements within the 

one genus designated by the term predestination . Barth also 

notes that some passages in Calvin are strongly evangelical, but 

in his formal statements he clung to the fatal parallelism of 

election and rejection . 1 

Calvin ' s approach to elect i on : 

To Calvin election was the great buttre s s to piety and 

faith, for from it flowed the certainty of salvation, true 

2 humili ty and the glory of God . 

When he begins to open up this doctrine in the Institutes 

Calvin warns against a speculative approach be{ng used. We are 

to remember that we are 

"penetrating into the r ecesses of the divine 
wisdom, where he wh o rushes forward secure ly 
and confidently instead of satisfying his 
curiosity will enter an inextricable labyrinth". 3 

God ' s eternal counsels ar e for us '' a tremendous and unfathomable 

abyss"4; if we attempt to expl ore. them 11 a l l our understanding 

1 
K. Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol . 2, Pt. 2, Pg. 17. 

2 Inst . 3:23:1. 
3 --

Ins t. 3 : 21 : 1. 
4-

CR 44, 407. 
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wil l be unavai ling 11 . 5 He warns us f urther that excessive pre-

occupation with eternal pre destinat i on as an idea in itself 

leads to unce r tainty and despair . Me r ely by enquiring about 

election i n itself and "go ing back even to the remotest eternity" 

we fall into a l abyrinthine maze of fancies and snares in which 

we become completely lost6 : v1e should " over and over again 

become entangl ed in and dazzled by our ovm i ngenuity before 

beine: abl e to grasp the pur pose of God". 7 If He seek our s a l -

vation in God ' s inscrutable v ill, we become involved in over-

ingenious specul ations . 8 It is unfor tunate that certain later 

disciples of Calvin did not take the s e warnings seriously when 

formulating their predestinarian views ! 

Calvin warns against sucil SI:Jeculation because he attempts 

to regulate his theoloa y by the Incarnation . Apart from reve-

lation access to God is bar red to theology - therefore we may 

not seek to determin€ what God has determined within Himse lf 

before all t i me . 9 He is strongl y convin ced that 

" the word of the Lord is the onl y way which can conduct 
us to the investigation of whatever is lawful for us 
to hold of Him - is the only light which can enable us 
to disce r n what we ought to see of Hi m. tt lO 

The written word is the revelation because it witnesses to 

Jesus Christ . For Calvin the Incarnate Son is the full and 

complete revelation of God , 

11 God i s wholly found in Him, so that he who i s not 
content with Christ alone desires somethin£ better 
and more excell ent than God . The summary is this : 
God has manifested Himself to us ful l y and perfectly 
in Chris t"··. 11 

5 Inst . 3124 :4 . 
6 Ib i d. 
7 CR 54, 57 . 
8 CR 48, 314. 
9 We are reminded that elsewhere he disallows the pse udo­

theology of the Turks and Jews because it makes affirmations 
ab out God i n Himself a part from re ve l ation . 

10Inst . 3 : 21 :2 . 
11~. on Col. 2 : 9 . 



But this must not be taKen to imply here any more than elsewhere 

that for Calvin the only possible course is to keep silent. For 

God declares to us His eternal will in so far as it is necessar~ 

Here Calvin's answer is that "we must heed what we are told in 

the Gospel 1113 and "those secrets of His will wh ich God desires 

to disclose to us, He has revealed in His Word 11 •
14 Theology 

therefore for Calvin cannot rest on the twin pillars of revela-

tion and speculation. God has spoken - therefore theology 

must strictly adhere to His Word . 

11Then we shall understand that , as soon as we step outside 
the limits of the Word, we shall stray from the path of 
truth and wander in darkness, where we shall necessarily 
fall and stumble . Hence let us keep this well in mind: 
to aim at reaching some other knowledge of predestination 
than that which is offered to us in the Word of God is no 
less nonsensical than to wish to go by an undiscovered 
way or to see in the dark 11 ,15 

It is necessary to ask just what Calvin means when he 

requires that we should gain our knowl edge of the divine pur-

pose solely from the Word. Unquestionably, he is thinking of 

Holy Scripture. But the fact that he can substitute "Gospel" 

for ·¥lord suggests to us his meaning. He does not see election 

solely a doctrine we have to extract from Scripture: we have 

to do with the Word which apprehends us and claims our 

allegiance . He is dire cting our attention to the one joyful 

message which must claim our total obediance . As once with the 

people of Israel so now wi th us, God has in Christ concluded a 

covenant of life; in fact, in Chri st He has chosen us before 

the foundation of the world . When we are grasped by this 

message of the Bible 9 when we encounter Jesus Chr ist at the 

heart of it, then we Knov: ourse lves to be membe:g.s of His 

12 
CR. 51, 282 . 

13-
CR. 54, 57 . 

14 ~st. 3 :21:1. 
l 5 Inst. 3 :21:2. 
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chosen people: we know that our salvation is ground ed uniquely 

and solely in God . 16 

It is in the discussion about God's eternal choice that 

Calvin proves himself to be not a speculative theol ogian but a 

theologian of the word . And this not simply in that he 

derives his doctrine of election from the Bible, but in that 

he constantly points to Christ in the Scriptures who alone is 

able t o assure us of our election. Indeed, his r eserved 

treatment of the problem (placing it after everything else has 

been said about God, Christ, and the appropriation of salva­

tion) is seen as a warning against a too diffuse discuss i on 

which might easily degenerate in to mere specul ation. 

Definition of the Doctpine of predestination : 

The clearest "definition '' Calvin gives us of predesti-

nation is as follows : 

"By predestination we mean that eternal decree of God by 
which He determined with Himself whatever He wished to 
happen to every man . All are not created on equal terms 
but some are pre- ordained to eternal life, other s to 
eternal damnation ; and, accordingly, as each has been 
created for one or other of these ends, we say that he 
has been predestined to life or death 11 . 17 

Thus Brunner is utt6rly mistaken in his rash statement that 

Calvin 11never preached the doctrine of double pre destination 11 ~8 

Barth is nearer the truth when he sees election and r ejection 

in Calvin ' s thought as tendinrr towards a parallelism, which 

unconsciously undermines the doctrine of the grace of God . 19 

Thus Parker asserts that Calvin was not afraid to declare pre-

destination in an extreme form from the pulp i t, but stresses 

16 

17 
18 

19 

Wm. Niesel , The Theology of Calvin, Pg. 162 . 
Inst. 3 : 21 :5 . 
E. Brunner, The Divine- Human Encounter, Pg. 91. 

It is t rue that Calvin in his sermons always dwells upon 
election to salvation and i s reticent to stress reprobation 
to damnation , but we do find reprobation taught in his 
series on Jacob and Esau (CR 58 ) . 

K. Barth, Op. Cit . 9 Vol. 2, Pt . 2, Pg. 18 . 



71. 

t hat he gave it a ~eligious and practical rather than academic 

. . f. 20 s 1 gn 1 1 can c e . Calvin therefore definitely teaches a doctrine 

of doub l e predestination 1 occasionally even stating that there 

is no reason why God should not call all men in the same way, 

except that He chooses to distinguish some from others. 21 The 

simple fact is that all men are not called for otherwise why 

ha s God not sent men to pr each the Gospel to the Turks? 22 

Infr a- or Supral apsarian? 23: 

This is perhaps an illegitimate question t o ask, because 

we should n ot seek f rom Calvin decisions about questions which 

arose in later controversies among seventeenth century exponents 

of "Cal vinism11 • Calvin, ever imb ued with practical religious 

aims and dogmatic only wl1en authorised by Scripture, seems to 

have given the question little definite thought . 24 We note 

that he hints at h is position se veral times. Hi s bas i c defi-

nition above and a comment in 3 . 23 . 7 . s e em to point in the 

directi on of Supralapsarianism, 

11 The decree, I admit, is dreadful; and yet it is impossible 
to deny that God foreknew what the end of m~n was to be 
before He made him, and for eknew, because He had so ordained 
by His decree . . .. ... Nor ought it to seem absurd when I say 
that God not only foresaw the fall of the f i rst man, and in 
him the ruin of his posterity; but at His ovm pleasure 
arranged it 11 • 

Again, Calvin in his Articles on Predestination (refe r Pg. 147 ) 

is clear that 

20 

21 

22 

23 

T. H.L. Parker, The Or acles of God, Pg . 84. 
Comm. Ps . 65 . 5. 
Cong , Ele c. CR. 8. p . ll2. 

It i s commonly he l d that t he Infra lapsarians believe that 
God e l ec t ed men after the Pal l, tl1e Supralapsarians b efore 
that event had taken place . Both gr oups 1 however, held 
that God had e l ec t ed men be f or e the Fall; the Inf r alap­
sa rians in view of God' s for eknowle dge of tha t e vent, t he 
Supralaps arians be lie ving on th e other hand that the Fall 
was ordained to fulfi l the purpose of e l e ction and repro­
bation . 

24 A.M . Hunt er, The Te aching of Calvin, Pg . 127 . 
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"Before the first man was create d God, by an eternal decree, 
determined what He willed should come to pass fo r the whole 
human r ace . 
By this hidden de cree of God it was decided that Adam should 
fall from this perfe ct state of his nature and should draw 
all his posterity into the gu i lt of eternal death". 

But it is significant that while the Consensus Genevensis (1552) 

assumes the supralapsarian point of view, t he :B;rench Confession, 

of whi ch Calvin was the most i nfl uent ial compiler and author, 

is infralapsarian in affirming that God chose out of the uni-

versal corruption and damnation in which a ll men were submerged 

some to eter nal life . 25 Further , in discussing the question 

of hoH Christ could have been appointed Redeeme r before t he 

Fall of Adam, Calvin argues that Christ wa s so appointed because 

God foresaw that man would not l on3 re main in his integrity. 26 

Howe ver, for Calvin foreknowledge is n othing more than God's 

subjective a ppr ehension of what He in tends t o do - an d s o this 

passage cannot properly be quoted as supporting the view that 

Calvin was Infralapsar i an. Poss ibly the most bal an ced judge-

ment is that given by Barth when he says 11 i t is di fficult and 

impossib l e to judge whethe r he bad in mind the alternatives as 

formulated in the l ater controversy11 •
27 

Though Calvin may be said to l ean towards supralapsar-

ianism and to have taught a definite doct r ine of double pr edes-

tinati on, nevertheless in some of his writings he i nd icates 

that e lection and r eprobation are not equally-balunced move-

ments in the divine will. For exampl e , i n his comment on 

Mark 4 :12 he says that the Gospe l only accidentally and not 

25 rt appears that all Calvin was concerned to establish was 
that the observed division between men in to be lieving and 
unbelieving was to be traced back through the Fall to t h e 
decree of God which brought about the Fall without which 
His eternal decr ee of e l ection would have had no point . 

26 Comm. I Pe te r I . 20 . 
27 K. Barth, Op . Cit ., Vol . 2, Pt . 2, Pg. 127 . 
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b y its own nature and intention hardens the reprobate - as the 

sun is not to be blamed for dimming weak-eyed people's sight 

Y:hen they are brought into the light . 28 More significant is 

the passage where Calvin declares that there is no joy among 

the angels over the death of a sinner and also when he affirms 

that God derives no pleasure from the miseries of men 9 and 

rejecting as blasphemous the noti on of God playing with us as 

vvi th balls. He further ad L,S that though God punishes men 

willingly because He is the judge of the world, He does not do 

this from the heart as He wishes all to be innocent.3° 

Nevertheless, in contrast there is the stern and unflinch­

ing teaching in the Institutes.3l Commenting on Paul's refer­

ence to Jacob and Esau (Rom. 9.13) he explicitly notes that 

11 the reprobate are expressly raised up, in order that the glory 

of God might thereby be displayed 11 • The only reason for this 

reprobation lies in His i nscrutable will. The refusal of the 

reprobate to obey the word of God must be attributed to the 

depravity of the ir hearts, b ut it must also be remembered that 

in 11 the inscrutable judgement of God" they were created to 

reveal His glory in their condemnatidn.32 When objection is 

raised a gainst this doctrine Calvin refers us to August ine's 

contention that "it is perverse to measure divine by the 

standard of human justice 11 , 33 To the charge that i t would 

enhance His ~lory more to save a ll men, Calvin r eplies that 

reprobation i s r equired so as to exhibi t all the gl ory of God ' s 

nature . Without r epr obation in addition to election the great-

n ess of Hi s mercy would never appear, Hi s justice in repro-

28 Comm. Mk. 4 .12. 
29 Comm. Is a . 1.21. 
30 Comm. Lam. 3 . 33. 

I am grateful to Russe ll for the se last three quotations. 
31 Ins t. 3 .22.11. 
32 Inst. 3 . 24.14. 
33 Inst. 3 .24.17 . 
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b ation maintains his righteousness and throws into relief the 

de pth of His mercy in election and salvati on , If some "are 

doomed from the womb to certain death11 34 i t fol l ows, he avers, 

that they must " glorify God by their destruction 11 .35 

Calvin himself asks the pe rtinent que st ion whether it is 

understandable that God fr om eternity has destined some to 

death wh o, because they we r e n ot yet born, had not been able 

to earn the judgement to deat h?36 Clearly he is faced with 

the problem of causality here . I s predestinat ion apart from 

_guilt? Here he st r esses two points : e te rnal death t hrough 

God ' s judgement 9 and man ' s own nature that leads him to this 

judge ment . 

strikingly, Calvin repeatedly points to the actual sit u­

ation of sinful man before God ,37 Predestination can never 

serve to take away man's sin, "which engraven on their own 

consciences, is aver and anon presenting itself to the ir view11 ~8 

Calvin recognises God ' s absolute predestination but paradoxi~ 

cally l ooks for another cause : "Though their perdition depends 

on the predestination of God , the cause and matte r of it is in 

themselves ". 39 On occas ions he declares that the cause of 

r epr obation lies with man and yet also with God : b ut it is 

clear that he does not regard these as two equivalent onto-

l ogical causae. His problem i s to re con ci le God's counse l and 

man 1 s s in . He will n ot withdraw man' s destination from God 's 

counsel, yet he points concr etely at man standing in opposition 

to God . Calvin constant l y implies that rejection in God ' s 

34 In accordance with Cal vin ' s understanding Prov . 16. 4, 
Romans 9 :13ff. ----

35 rnst . 3 . 22 .11; 3 . 23. 6 3. 23 . 8 ; 3 . 24. 2 ,· 3 . 24. 14. 6--
3 Inst . 3 : 23. 3 . 
37--

G.C . Berkouwer , Divine Election, Pg. 186 . 
38 Inst . 3 . 23 . 3 . 
39 Inst . 3 . 23 . 8. 
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judgement is unthinkable without preceding sin.4° 

But Calvin clearly sees the ultimate cause of reprobation 

in predestination, certainly so in his commentary on Romans 11:7: 

"For what Paul means of the reprobate is this - that the 
beginning of their ruin and condemnation is from this -
that they are forsaken by God". 

Paul refers many times to man's blindness and stubbornness as 

scourges of God with which He punishes crimes already connnitted, 

but Calvin does not understand these pass ages as indicating a 

connection between crime and punishment . According to him, 

Paul really wants to i)rove that "not those were blinded who so 

de serve d by their wick edness , but who were rejected by God 

before the foundation of the world". The first and real cause 

for Calvin is and remains God's predestina tion as reje cti on and 

the cause in man i s subordinate .41 

Calvin's chronic vascilla tion shows that an accep table 

solution can never be r eache d by means of tlie concept of cause , 

for this invariably l eads to a causal determination and 

ne cess i ty, and tl1i s J roduce s fear and uncertainty unknown to 

the Apostolic wri ters. Cal vin is himself embarrasse d by h is 

logic. Thus, re pe atedly he emphatically rejects fa t alism 

and insists on sin as the "real cause of judgement. Calvin 

declares t hat nothin g occurs a part from God's counsel and 

sovereign act, but in the s ame breath speaks seriously and 

existent i ally of sin as the real cause . This is so real and 

concre t e to Calvin that he a cks : 111JVhy shoul d man sti ll seek 

that caus e in heaven?"42 Cal vin does not al l ow himse l f to be 

di ve r ted from the existent i a l real ity - man before God as 

s i nner - and he points to sin as the cause of judgement . 

Calvin, however, has spoken without hesit ation of t he 

reprobat e as " the vessels of wrath 11 made for destruct i on , 

already predestined before the i r b irth. They are in f act 

40 G. C. Berkouwer , .Q£. Cit . 9 Pg. 187 . 
41 Ibid. 
42 G. C. Be rk ouwe r, Of2 . Ci t ., Pg , 189 . 
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"hateful to God 11 .43 In Romans 9 : 22 we are not told why they 

are such vessels but this is because the reason is hidden in 

the counsel of God.44 It must be said that many scholars do 

not agree with Calvin's exegesis of this passage 1 not as wishing 

to minimize the sovereignty of God but because they recognise 

that Paul ' s words cannot le gitimately bear this interpretation . 

B.2~ns 9 to 11 is not an independent analysis of the destiny of 

individual man; it shows, rather 1 the acts of the elect i ng God 

through the course of history . Any individualistic interpre-

tat ion of these three chapters, containing Paul' s " phil osophy 

of history'' , will mutilate the real purpose of the Apostle in 

exp l aining the part played by the Israelite nation or a minority 

of it in ·the divine plan for salvation. His purpose i s not to 

explain the decisions made in the eternal counsels of God about 

the destinies of individual men but how, now that Christ has 

come, the Jews fit into God ' s purpose for the salvation of the 

world. 

We cannot, howeve r, be satisfie d with Calvin's doctrine 

of reprobation, as it leads to perplexing difficulties . The 

simple question, "Is it just to punish men for what they cannot 

he l p?" constantly obt rud e s to embarrass him. Calvin has in 

fact taken up two irreconcilable posit ions - a man cannot help 

bein~ what ne is and incurs the penalty attached to his inevi-

table sin , b ut must b e regarded a lso as r espons ible. for his sin 

and therefore meriting cond emna:tiob . Calvin found the ''solu­

tion" in his view of the human wi l l. 45 With the Fall of Adam 

man's whole nature became corru pt, and within i t his will. Man 

thereafte r no l on ge r possesses the capacity to choose between 

good and evil , for his choice is predetermined by his nature as 

43 Inst. 3 .24. 17 . 
44 Comm. on Romans 9 : 22 . 

45 J . B. Mozley, The Augustinian Doctrine of Predestination , 
note xxi . 
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"wholly under sintt. The enslaved will held captive by the 

corrupt nature can only choose evil 9 yet man must still be held 

res~onsible for the sins he commits inasmuch as they are deci-

sions of his own will. Man is under no outward compulsion or 

necessity to sin 9 but of his own will yields to the overwhelming 

compulsions of his nature. Here Calvin followed chiefly the 

lead of Aur ustine 9 his primary extra-canonical authority. This 

is, however, only an apparent solution, since we are finally 

driven back to the divine de ere e vvh i ch ordained the Fall of 

Adam and which therefore points to divine responsibility for the 

whole chain of events . 

Thus Calvin is logically correct granted his premiss that 

every act of God manifests the divine g lory but Scriptupally 

absurd, when he declare s that reprobation glorifies God as much 

as election. 

A further basic weakness in thi s reasoning is that it 

points to a God who is not the God we meet in Christ. Calviri 

errs in his analysis of the Divine nature, because he sets 

mercy and righteousness in antithesi s . In election God is 

se en as merciful and in reprobation He is seen as just. Calvin 

has failed to take seriously that God is love, although he 1 · 

would vigorously protest at this charge by maintaining that he 

is constantly amazed that God in His love should choose any to 

salvation. Neve rtheless , he does not see clearly that love is 

the one quali ty predicated of God tbat He is (I Jn.4.8), and 

that His other attributes ( mercy and righteousness, for example ) 

have love as the ir f oundation. God ' s love i s ne ver para l lel 

or s ubord inated to His righteousness, as two separ ate part s of 

His na ture . His love i s a b.£!Z. l ove and al l His acts flow 

from it . 

Calvin's view of r eprobati on bringing glory to God l e ads 

fu rther to a forced exeges i s of such texts as Ezek. 18 : 23 , 

when he suggests that insofar as God offe r s pardon to a sinne r, 

e ven without the gift of repentanc e , He does not will tha t 
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sinner's death.46 
Previously '·· E mentioned his similar treat-

ment to Augustine of I Tim. 2.4 where ''all"is interpreted to 

mean every class of person (Pg. 47 ). In fairness to Calvin we 

must say that placed in its strict context it appears to be just 

as worthy an interpretat i on as that of those who would use the 

passages to overthrow the doctrine of double predestination. 

Neither can we call his exegesis of EJ~. 32:31 unjustifiable, 

when he says that here Moses spoke out of the vehemence of his 

f eelings and therefore the verse does not imply th~t the Book 

of life could be in any way al tered.47 Yet, while it must be 

admitted that Calvin generally does face fairly the passages in 

the Bible which militate against him, nevertheless his whol e 
contrary 

approach is strained, for i t is obviously
11
to the dominant theme 

of Biblical thought. Calvin himself acknowledges the awfulness 

of this doc t rine , 

"It is an awesome decree (decretum horribile) but no one 
can deny that God foreknew the future final fate of man 
before He created him, and that He d~d foreknow it because 
it was appointed by His own decree".48 

This unflinching logic of double predestination is n ot typical 

of Scripture taken as a whol e for nowhere is the "decretum 

horrib i l e 11 a sse rte d. Calvin i s really basing his teaching not 

directly on Scripture but on a logical syl l ogism: 11 if there be 

election there must be rej e ction; there must be eternal pre­

destination to perdition".49 

46 Inst. 3 . 24. 15 Text: "Have I any pleasur e in the death of 
the wicked .... and not r ather that he 
sbould turn f rom his way and l i vfi?". 

47 Comm. on Ex . 32 : 31 . 

48 Inst. 3 .23. 7 . 

49 J.S. Whale, The Prot.i;fstant Trad iti on , Pg . 143. 
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Effectual Ca l ling: 

(i ) The covenant . 

Calv i n is conv i nced that God has made only one covenant 

with mankind 9 that with Abraham 9 although its dispensations are 

different . At the same time he is care f ul to point out that 

the r oot of the covenant is in Chr i st not Ab r aham. 5° Though 
.. 

be l onging to the covenant people 9 whether Israel or the Church, 

one possesses the outward marks of adoption.5l The Jews 9 

though they were naturall y cursed because tl1ey belonge d to the 

seed of Adam, yet by the privilcce of the covenant became 

exempt from this curse, thoue-h many of tl1e m fel l away by un­

belief . 52 

Calvin ' s position in regard to e lecti on to thE: covenant 

is briefly set forth in the commentary on Hosea 12:3- 5: 

"That God ' s election of this peop l e was a doubl e e l ect i on : 
one was a gene ral e lecti on and tht other a specific 
e l ection. A specific election was that of the holy man, 
Jacob 9 for truly he was one of God's sons ; a further 
specific election v1as of those called by .Paul ' the chil­
dren of promise' . There vas also a general election 
whi ch Jacob ' s whole seed received by his fai th, and h is 
covenant was brought forward to all. Meanwhile 9 all 
were not re generate ; not all were g iven the adoption of 
the Spirit . Thus ceneral elec tion was not efficacious 
for all . " 

With i n the covenant regeneratinG grace was efficacious only in 

those \7bo were el<::cted to salvation . 53 God \Wrks in His elect 

in two ways : inwardly, by His Spirit; out·,;ardly, by His vvord. 

"By His Spirit illuminatint: their mind s , and training 
their hearts to the practise of ri~hteousn~ ss, He 
makes tbem new creatures, while, by His ·dord, He 

54 stimulates them to long and s eek for this r enovation''· 

In thE:: words of Chr ist , 11 IVI o.ny are called 9 but few are chosen~r 55 

50 comm. Ex . 4.22 . 
51 Comm. Jer. 31 . 31-32 . 

52 Comm. Eze . 1 6 . 21 . 
53 Grace is fo r Calvin not a power or a 

the gift of God 9 Tesus Christ. 
54 Inst . 2 . 5.5 . 
55 Matt . 22:14. 

substance : it is 
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Calvin finds proof for two species of calling : 

" •.• there is a universal call 9 by which God, through the 
external preaching of the word invites all men alike, even 
those for whom He designs the call to be a savour of death, 
and the ground of a severer condemnation. Besides this 
there is a special call which, for the most ~art, God 
bestows on believers only, when by the internal illumina­
tion of the Spirit He causes

6
the word preached to take 

deep root in their hearts 11 ,5 

Yet there is also another mode of divine activity among those 

WhO belont: to the covenant-:)eOple, but are not necessarily 

elected for salvation. 

"The externl:l.l invi tation , without tbe internal efficacy 
of r race w.t"lich would have the effe ct of retaining them, 
holds a kind of middle place between the rejection of 
the human r~.ce and the election of a small n llmber of 
believers" • .?( 

There is really no reason why God should not illumine the 

minds of these non- elect wi th some sparks from Ei s light and 

58 r;rant to them some percepti on of His goodness ; nevertheless 

such faith as they do possess is a result of compulsion, that 

knowing the powe r of God they are forced to show some rever-

ance towards him.59 Calvin appeals in both these pas sages 

to Mark 4.17 as his biblical authority for recognising such a 

form of temporary faith. 

The distinction between the e lect and t he non-elect in 

the Church is therefore th ~t the elect have received a true in-

ward call from God , while the non- e lect have only heard the 

outward offer of the Gospel made to all men. 60 The invitation 

is given to all men, but only the sound ent ers the heart s of 

some. 61 
It ~ a lways necessary for God to open men's hearts 

i f they are to be saved; nevertheless the unbeliever at least 

56 Inst . 3 . 24. 8 . 
57 Inst . 3 .21. 7 . 
58 Cornm. Heb . 6 . 4. 
59 Comm. Ps. 106.12 . 
6o Comm. Joel. 2.32 . 
61 Cornm. on Ps. 81.14. 
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62 will know enough of tbe Gospel to be rendered without excuse . 

The preaching of the Gos pe l t o the unbelieving brines into 

relief their wilful stubbornness against God and so renders 

them the more i nexcusable. 63 

Calvin was well aware of the criticism which could be 

made against his doctrine of the universal off e; r of tl3e Gospe l~ 

and the secret effe ctual call to the e le ct alone . such a view 

seemed to t;ose two wills in God. He admits this 9 but says that 

at the Last Day we shall be able to see how the seemingly 

divergent o~e ration s of the wi l l of God are really one i n 

pur pose 64 - the problem i s capable only of an eschatalogical 

solution. 

( ii ) Four signs of V0cation : 

The import ance of the effectual call for Calvin cannot 

be over-emphasi sed for "the special elect i on which otherwi se 

would remain hidden in God 9 He at length man ifest s by His 

cal ling .•P5 While Calvin i s r e proached by t he un informed for 

his concern wi t n predestinat ion 9 we find thu.t he i n fact warns 

us that to enquire of' predestination is to 11 infect 11 our spirits 

wi th "the most pesti l ent ial error 11
9 for we can only "troub le 

our conscience". In fact to be pre - occupied with one 's 

e le ction is a temptation of the devil. Thus 

62 

"When a poor man endeavours to enter• tbe incompr ehensible 
secrets of the divine wisdom to know what has been ordained 
f or him by the judgements of God from the beginning of 
e t e rnity he throws himself into a deep gulf to drown him­
se lf; he tangles himself as in traps of which he will 
never be able to c ome out and enterg

6
an abyss of darh:ness 

out of wh i ch he will n ever eme rge ". 

Inst . 3 . 24.13. 
63 --

Sermon on Job 36 . 15-19. 
64 Comm. Mat t. 23:37 . 
65 Inst. 3 . 24. 1. 
66 Quo ted f rom Doumergue . 
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Lest we l ose ourse lves in 6ndless speculation Calvin i s con-

cerne d to poi nt us to our vocat i on which has definit e signs. 

According to Doumergue therE are f our signs ~resented to us. 

~~·irst ly, we arE. to conce:; rn ourselves r;i th th·~ Gospel and 

the preaching of the ~ord for 

"t o b e c6rtain of our salvation we must begin with 
the Vord and all our confidence must rest and lean 
upon it 9 to invoke God our Father ".67 

Then we are directed to 

"look a t the Gos pel v:hich is put before us . T.bGre 
God shows that He is Fath~ r and that He has marked 
us out so as to bring us the heritage of life. Th i s 
knowledge is the signatur e of the Loly Sp6£it in our 
bearts 9 a sure witness of our salvation". u 

The second sign is Christ Himself. Here C&lvin is quite 

convinced that the heart of the Gost!el is not an uncertain 

de t erminism but Chr i st Rimself . For 11 i f we see k for the 

paternal mercy and favour of God, we must turn o0r eyes to 

Christ, in whom a l one the Father is well pleased 11 •
69 Cal vin 

is certain that 

11 if we are e l ected in Christ, we cannot find tho certainty 
of our election in ourselves; and not even in God the 
Father if we look at Him apart from the son. Christ, then 
is the mirror in which v,e oueht and in which.g, 1vi thout 
dece~t ion, \le may contemplate our elec t ion". rO 

for it is unquestionable that "if we are ib communion with 

Christ 9 we hav6 J,J r oof c l ear and st r ong that we are wr itten in 

the .Dook of l ife 11 .7l If we are conce r ned about our eternal 

salvation we are to ask " ;~·h e the r God has committed us to Christ, 

whom He has appointed to b e the only Saviour of Eis people 11 • 

Calvin urges men to ratify their election by "embr acing Chr ist , 

who is kindly offered to us and comes forth to meet us : He will 

67 Inst . 3. 24. 3. 
68 oeera Omnia 54:55 . 
69 Inst . 3.24. 5. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Inst . 3. 24. 5. 
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number us among His flock and keep us within his fold". 72 A 

notable feature in his dealing with effectual calling is the 

constant reference to Christ. By this he attempts to avoid 

two errors; firstly 9 our f&llinz into depression when contem-

plating the eternal dec ision of God regarding our destiny and 

secondly, our relapsing into despair when considering our sin-

ful state. 

However , neither the Gospel nor Christ are in themse lves 

guarantees of our voc ation, for God teaches His elect effect-

ually only when ''He brings them to faith" . Paith is the "in-

fallible mark that God t alce s us for His children 11 • 7 3 rt is 

in his concern for faith th a t the objective character of true 

Calvinism is seen, for faith is 

" a work of God by wbich He shows tho. t we are his people 
and appoi~ts His Son to be the protector of our salva­
tion ... tt74 

We must not forget that if fai t.t1 is an infallible sign of 

vocation it is because it is a gift of God 1 which God gives 

only to the elect: 

"Faith is a , special gift of God whic11 proceeds n ot from 
our free - will but as it pleases God to reveal His 
secrets to those whom He has e lected 11 .75 

We need this Gi ft to take hold of Christ effectively, and truly 

to hear the Word. Salvation then is a work of pure grace; 

the human will contributes nothing of itself toward the event . 76 

:Hevertheless regeneration does take place t hrough the l1uman will: 

72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 

''Now there is no objection to its being quite properly 
said of us that the Spirit of God is active within us, 
although our will of itse lf contributes nothing if so 
be that e;race is sep&.rated frot.l it". 77 

Inst. 3. 24.6 . 
OQera Omnia 54 :56. 
comm. John 6. 38 . 
oee ra Omnia 58:52 (13 Sermons on Jacob and Esau). 
Inst . 2.3 . 8,9. 
In st. 2.5. 15 . 



The will of the elect cannot resist grace, saving grace by 

its very nature being efficacious.78 On the classic tex t, 

84. 

"For by gr&ce are ye saved through faitll and that not of your-

selves, it is the gift of God 11 (Eph . 2 . 8) Calvin comments: 

11First, Paul assertll, that the salvation of the Ephesians 
was entirely the work, the gracious work of God. But 
then they had obtained this grace by LJ.i th. On one side 9 

we must l ook at God; and, on the other, at m&n. God de­
clares that He owes us nothing; so that salvation is not 
a reward or recompense, but unmixed grace . . . . in v.ha t way 
do men receive that salvation offered to them by the hand 
of God? The answer is , by faith ; and hence he concludes 
that nothing connected with it is our ovm. If, on the part 
of God, it is grace alone, and if we bring nothing but 
faith, which strips us of all condemnation, it follows that 
salvation does not come from us .... Faith, then, brings a 
man empty to God tha t he may be filled v:ith all the bless­
ings of Christ. And so he adds, n ot of yourselves; that 
c l aiming nothing for themselves, they ma~ acknowledge God 
a lone as the author· of their salvation ". (9 

The reprobate hear the Word and learn of Christ together wi th 

the elect but between them there is the difference of faith . 

Only in the e l ect do we find " such confidence of heart by which 

we say that our election is certified to us " . 80 

The fourth sign, accord inc to Doumergue, is sanctifica­

tion whe re election is certified to us by the fruits of our 

renewed lives. Over this "syllogismus practi cus" there is 

much dispute, l:iese l is adamant that there is not only no 

trace of the 11 syllogismus practicus'' in Calvin but that he warns 

against it. For this implies that our view is de flected from 

God, who is to be found in Christ alone, and is turned towards 

man . By such a pr oceeding the hope of salvation is not increased 

but rather imperilled. 81 Barth disarrrees, f or he finds evidence 

of it in Calv in . Cert ainly, Barth affi rms , Christ is the one , 

true 9 and decisive foundation for our certainty, but the 

believer receives a EJ surance of this foundat i on 11 in tbe form of 

78 Inst. 2 . 3 .10. 

79 Comm. Eph. 2 . 8 . 
80 Inst . 3:24:7. 
81 Wm. Niesel, Op.Cit., Pg. 181 . 
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his own decis i on 9 of his ovm fai th 9 and confebsion
9 

an d of his 

own corresponding existence 11 • Ace ord ing to Barth the life of 

faith becomes a testimony to faith . 82 It appears that B&rth is 

correct for Calvin's commentary on I John 3.14 tells us "the 
I 

apostle commends to us the virtue of love because it is a testi­

mony83 of our transition from death to life ". 

82 K. Barth, Op . Cit . , Pgs . 369-370. 
83 Italics mine . 
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CHAPTER SIX. 

CALVIN ' S DOCTRINE OF ELECTION (Continued) 

The superficial criticism is often leveled at Calvin that 

if predestination to eternal life is dependent on the will of 

God alone there is therefore no need of Christ and the Chur ch. 

This is to misunde r stand his thought compl etely. The Church 

is part of God's ordai ned plan and pur~ose for the r edemption of 

His elect . It is important to understand that for Calvin the 

means to eternal life are as much a part of God's predestina-

tion as the end itself . We are thus brough t to a considera-

tion of Calvin's doctrine of the Church in relation to God's 

eternal election . 

Election and ti.1e Church : 

In the final edition of the Institutes the doctrine of 

t he Church follows log ically discussion of the redemption 

wrought by Christ and its attainment throuch the Holy Spirit . 

On account of the stronr t ens i on within him between the 

ideal and the actual Church, Calvin tends to vacillate between 

three different positions which strictly are not compatible with 

each other. He conceives of the Cburch primarily as the in-

visible company of the elect, and beyond the possibility of 

precise definition by men : this was his heritage from Augustine. 

Again, he conceives of the Chur ch as tbe visible Church of 

believers, recognisable by the preaching and hearing of the 

vvord and participation in the Sacraments : this was his heritage 

from Lutber. Further, as an i de a list and puritan, he thinks 

of the Church in terms of Christian perfection and insists on 

discipline and even excommunicat ion in the interests of that 

holiness without which no man shall see the Lord: this was his 

heritage from practical e xperience . 1 

1 J.S . Whale , Tl1e Protestant Tradition, Pg. 15 1. 
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Foremost in his definitions is the Church as the totality 

of all the predestinated , 

" It comprehends not only the saints who dwell upon earth, 
but all the

2
elect who have existed from the beginning of 

the worl d 'f. 

Th i s co-ordination of the e l ect &nd the sanctified ia quite 

in accordance with Calvin's thoueht which sees election realised 

in the individual through sanctification. This is c learly 

referred to in his .nost important polemic on predestination3: 

"The sanctity wbich was to be i n the elect had its beginning 
by election ..... they are simultaneous and inseparable 
things, that God bas elected us and n o;i calls us to sanctity . 
. . . we must not separate what is identified and united ..... 
elect ion ought to be like a root wh ich brings forth good 
fruits". 

In his first edition of the Institutes when he comes to deal with 

the fourth article of the Cr eed , Calvin defines the holy Church 

as identical with, 

11 t.he whole number of the elect whetl1er tbey are angels 
or men, whether they are dead or whether they still 
live, in whatsoever lands they live or among whatever 
peoples they ar e dispersed ". 

The novelty in this comprehensive definition is its emphasis 

on election as the constitutive essence of the Church, hardly , 

if ever , found in previous ex~ositions of the Creed . At this 

point CQlvin has returned throueh many centuries to Augustine 

in definine the Church as the "number of the elect ". 

This view of the Church establishes the ground of Christian 

assurance : 

2 

3 

"But since the Church is the 9Bople of the elect of God, 
it cannot be tho.t those who a1·e trul y members should 
perish finally or be lost in eternal ruin . lor their 
salvation rests on such certain and solid foundations 
that even i f t he whol e frame of the world should be 
destroyed, it could not fall nor collapse . First, it 
stands by God ' s e lection Emd cannot change nor fail, 
save with that ete r nal \lisdom. They can tberefore 
stumble and waver , they can e ven fall, but they are 
not crushed for God puts out Lis l)and . T.l:ns is what. st . 
Paul says, t hat ' the ~ifts and calling of God are without 

I ns t . 4. l , 2 , 7 . 
De. aet . De i. praed ., CR. 8, 318. 



repentance '. Then those whom God has chosen he has 
entrusted to Christ~ Eis Son 9 in confidence that He 
might loose none of them , but wight raise them all up 
in the l~st day 11 .4 
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Again, th e Church as the total number of the elect is in-

visible and an object of fa1th . This tnLlSt not be taken to 

imply that Calvin intended thereby t o loosen our connection 

wi tb the historic Church. Brunner bas sevel'ely criticised 

Calvin ' s concept of the Church as being "fundamentally indi vi ­

dualistic in outlook 115 for in the last resort Calvin means 

by the Church simply the "ecclesia invisib l is " , -;,bile the 

visible Church i s r elegated to the dubious category of "an ex-

ternal means of salvation". 6 The idea of an invisible Church 

is foreign to the New Testament . Also alien to it is tbe 

interpretation of the re al visible Church as mere ly an external 

means of salvation . 7 1?rot.l tne point of view of the I;ew Te sta-

ment 11ecclesia11 the thought of Calvin the::.t the Church is an 

external SUJport for faith is unintelligible . The "ecclesia" 

here regards itself as the Body of Christ, as uivine revelation 

and salvation in action, un6 therefore never to be thought of 

as a means to an end, but as an end in itself. 

In spite of these valid criticisms Gulvin is n evertheless 

the 11Cypr ian of the Reformation era11 8 , since the visible 

institutions of the Church - its scriptures, sacraments, minis-

try and discipline - remain as an ind is,;.>ensable means of grace . 

This is the channel whereby the eternal decree of God is ex-

pressed and r eulised in historic time . The crucified and risen 

Re deemer is n ot r endered superfluous by predestinat ing grace , 

4 Quoted by K. Barth, Op . Cit . , Pg . 82 . 
5 E. Brunner , The Misunderstanding of the Church, Pc . 9. 
6 Ins t . l. l. 1 9 5. 
7 cf . A. van 3elms, The Communion of Saints and the Colour 

Problem, an article in Delayed Action, for a r epudiation 
of the Church as " invisibletl . 

8 J . S . Whale~ Op . Cit . 9 Pg. 161. 
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but i s the supreme means of that grace. As Prophet , Priest, 

and King9 the Incarnate Son is the actualisation in time of the 

Father's ete r nal will to save us. The Church is thus indis-

pensable to salvation as His outwar d and v i sib l e Body. One 

reference suffices to reveal Calvin's mind on the necessity of 

the Church in the life of the elect: 

"It is not enough to e,nbrace ~lith the mind and spirit 
the assembly of the elect . The!e is no enterin~ into 
l i fe unless the Church conceives us in her womb , brings 
us to birth , nourishes us in her bosom and preserves us 
by her guardianshi p and discipline .. . . no f orgiveness 
of sins is to be hoped for beyond her embrace , nor any 
sal vat i on " . l 0 

We must view Calvin's y,ords " the secret choice of God is the 

foundation of the Church" as a weapon to be used against all 

claims to merit and self praise . ~or those who exult in the 

h i storical develo~ment and impressive structure of the Church 

without accepting that they are dependent on the grace of Christ 

these words are like a sharp sword . The thought of election 

by div i n€ grace deprives t he Church of all self- security and 

power, but precisely in so do ing forces it back u pon God and 

thereby strengthens it for work in the world . 

Election and the Sacraments : 

~elated to the doctrine of the Church is, of course , 

Calvin ' s understanding of the sacraments . Th i s is clearly ex­

~ressed in tne Consensus Ti gurinus (1549) which appeared under 

his influence , setting forth the doctrine of the sacraments as 

agreed upon by the churches of Zurich and Gene va . Article 16 

headed All who partake of the sacraments do not partake of 

the reality reads: 

"Besides, we carefully teach that God does not e xert 
His power indiscriminately in all who r eceive the sacra­
ments, but only in the e lect . For as He enlightens unto 

9 Calvin was the author of thi s formula of the three offices 
of Christ . 
cf . J . F . Jansen, Calvin' s Doctrine oi' the -·,ork ·of Christ 
where he expounds thi s theme . 

10r nst . 4 . 1. 4. 



faith none but those whom Me hath fore ordained to life, 
so by the secret agency of Eis Spirit he Tikes the 
elect receive what the sacraments offer". 
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Calvin ' s eXJ:)OSition of this article merely serves to shed light 

on the basic i deas contained in it: It i s 11 to the e lect only, 

to whom the inward and effectual workinf of the Spirit is 

applied" that the signs are effectual. In fact, if any would 

make the effect common to al l,"he is not only refuted by the 

testimony of Scripture b ut by experience ". Augustine is 

quoted to refute the objection that because the b enefits of the 

Supper are useful for the elect only they are therefore 

dimini shed in powe r or their force impaired . Augustine in 

fact affirms tho.t the benefit i s not common to all because the 

unbelief of the reprobate prevents them from obtaining benefit 

from the sign : "the whole blame therefore resides in the~ . 

selves 11 •
12 Calvin goes so far as to say "that the body and 

blood of Christ are as truly g iven to the unworthy as to the 

e l ect faithful of God 11 •
13 Christ, however, does not cause His 

Spirit to move within them in the same way in \Yh ich lie accom-

plishes Iii s work on the e lect of God, incorporating them into 

Christ. 14 Similarly, in baJ:)t ism a r ea l divine energy is 

connected with the administration of t he water . The Holy 

Spirit, however, is not involved mechanically in the external 

ce remony - He is pr esent an d eff e ctive only in those who are 

e lected . 

Election and scripture . 

We need to notice briefly the relation between the elect 

and the Holy scriJ:)tures . The Bible exists f or the sake of the 

elect ; for their benefit it was divinely given and inspired. 

ll J. Calvin, Tracts and Treatises on the Doctrine and Worship 
of the Church, Vol. 2, Pg. 217 . ed . by T. F . Torrance. 

12 Ibid. Pg. 231- 232 . 
13 Inst . 4 .17. 33 . 
14 Wm. iHesel, T.be '.f.'he oloc;y o.t Calvin, Pg. 227 . 
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But they are enab led to hear and understand the ·,iord of God , 

because of the gift of the Spirit in their hearts who interprets 

the meaning and certifies its auth ority to them. Calvin be-

lieves th&t secondary arguments relatin[ to the majesty of 

Scri pture, its style and composit i on , can be of use in establish-

ing that there is a God but a true conviction of the Scriptures' 

authentic i ty r e sts not on human judgements or reasons for this 

is the work of the Spirit of God in the elect . 15 

Election and Christ : 

The main question , however, which rre must ask concerning 

Calvin's doctrine of predestinution is hO'II far i t is related 

to the work of Christ and especially to Hi s historic mi ss ion. 

The acid test for any doctrine of election is tt1e t>lace it 

assigns to Christ in its f ormulation . The r ew Testament sees 

election closely bound Ufl vvi th Jesus Christ and therefore 

always historical in character . The only passage in the New 

Testament where election is explicitly stated to have its roots 

in eternity is Ephesians I :4f . where we have the words 11before 

the f oundation of t.t1e world 11 (See Pg.l29 for an exposition of 

these words ); and ye t even this does not depri ve us of the 

historical character of being founded on J esus Christ, 11 He chose 

us in Him11 • - ----
Barth has obse rved that Calvin and rleformed theology in 

general have apj,)rcciatcd the dee~ connecti on between election 

and Christ , particularly when confronted with Ephesians I :4f . 

which s~eaks about our e l ect i on in Christ . 16 He recognises 

that Calvin ' s insistence on Christ as 11 the mirror of e le cti on 11 

was a pastoral injunction to urge believers to seek r efuge in 

Jesus Christ alone in order to co,ne to the certainty of their 

election and salvation. He is,however , n ot fully satisfied 

15 A . Dakin , Calvinism, Pg. 198 . 

16 G. C. Berkouwer, The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of 
Karl Barth , Pg. 84. 
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here because he suspects this pastoral exhortation serves as 

a protection against the fact of tl1e rtdeus absconditus" whose 

secret will is hidden to us. He sees that to insist on look-

ing to Christ cannot exclude a decision of pod which pr e cedes 

election in Christ and that this is the real, the deepest 9 and 

the hidden decision of God . He further s us pects there is a 

Qrior decree of election afterwards brouLht to realisation in 

the work of Christ 9 v.-here Chr·ist becomes merely tbe .r1eans for 

its effectuation . 

Torrance, on the other hand, has asserted that Barth has 

not done justice to Calvin in accusinG him of abstraction at 

t .bi s point . 1 7 In discussing v1hetller· calvin conceived election 

to be an act of God within nis own eternity only, in ~bstraction 

from th( existence and life of Jesus Christ, or conceived it 

to be only and ful l y in J esus Christ, he maintains we must keep 

be fore us the followin g facts . 

Calvin, he is convinced, not only thinks of election in 

Christ but also of Chr•ist as the Elect One or the object of 

elect ion in time. Further, Calvin attempted to resist the idea 

that election reposes upon some sort of darkness behind the 

revealed God , and therefore taught that at no point is natural 

theology more harmful than here 9 in its attempt to know God 

behind the back of Christ . He also sav' that tne positive 

wi ll of God is His will for our salvation . Christ carne to save 

not to condenm - but if men arE: blinded or slain by the Gospel 

this can only be regarded, as Calv in stated times without 

number, as "accidental " or "adventitious " . Therefore Torrance 

believes we may not think of e lection and reprobation in 

equilibrium; the deliberate unbalance means that Calvin refused 

to think out tbe problem of election loe:ically or systematically. 

Thib is why he refused also to agree that the negative result, 

condemnation or reprobation 1 should be inserted into Creed , 

l7 T. F. Torrance, The School of .B·aith , Pg . lxxvii. 



Confession, or Catechi sm where only the positive affirmation of 

faith belongs . Thus in the catechism, for example, he does n ot 

obtrude the doctrine of elect i on ; it r eceives merely incidental 

ment i on . 

While Torrance ' s remarks are an attem~ t to rescue Calv i n 

f r om superficial cri t icism and to appreciate his pastoral 

mot ives here , nevertheless, he resort s to a certain amount of 

special plead i n g evident when we recollect Calvin's teaching on 

re~robation at which we have already looked . Even Torrance 

admi ts that , 

' ' ... . there is a problem here , particularly i n Calvin ' s 
polemical works in defence of ~re destination , for there 
i s a tendency in them tm7ard abstracting the work of 
God in e l ection from the work of Christ . At any r ate 
the!'e is no outright identification of the eternal 
decree of god with His eternal word . But what decr ee 
of God is there which is not also Hi s \{ord, and the 
very word Who was made flesh in Jesus Christ?"l8 

A further judgement on Calvin ' s ambiguity is revealed i n the 

process of abstraction which developed in the l&ter Reformed 

doc tr ine of God . consequently the doct r ine of God tended to 

be formulated independently, with the knowledge of God revealed 

i n the Person and Work of Jesu::; Christ added at a later stage . 

It is necessary lor us now to exandne three aspects of 

Calvin ' s treatment : (a) the r e lation of those elected to Christ . 

(b ) Christ ' s part in their e lection . 1 9 

(c) Chris t ' s work and the e l ect . 

(a) Calvin posses sed a strong sense of unity between Chri3t 

and His members; to be saved was to be engrafted in to the body 

of Christ . 20 God in His secret counsel "elects us int o the 

body of Christ 11 •
21 nwe are by nature barren and dry except 

18 T. F. Torrance,~ Cit . , Pg. lxxviii . 
l9 I am grateful for a number of' insigl1ts here to an article 

by J . K.S . ~e id, The Office of Christ in Predestination, 
S. J . T. Vol . I . 1948. 

20 Inst . 3 . 2 . 30. 
2 1 comm. on Rom. 5 . 10. 
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in so far as we have been engrafted into Christ and draw a 

power which is new and proceeds from Him11 •
22 The idea of 

unity between Christ and IUs people reaches supreme expression 

in certain of Calvin's remarks upon the suffering of Cllrist. 

Not only does Christ suffer daily in Eis member, he avers, but 

the sufferings of the members are the extension to them of t he 

~rivilege of shar i ng in His. 23 

In the Institutes the re lation of the elect to Christ 

is expounded in so far as poss ible in terms of Holy Scripture. 

The elect are g iven to Christ , and in His kee ping they a re 

safe : "This is the Father ' s will, that of all which He has 

given Me , I s houl d lose nothing 11 •
24 An advance is made when 

the elect are r eferr e d to as 11 me mb ers of Christ" for it is 11 in 

the Head" that "the Heavenly Father has bound Eis elect to each 

other and united them to Himself in an indis soluble bond 11
•

25 

Here there is a sugge s t ion which h as to ~ait for ex pression 

lat er, that the election of H. is members occurs in the e lection 

of Christ their Head . Rut at this ~o int Calvin.does not dwell 

on Christ 's r ole. 

Concerning the assurance of the e l ect, Calvin again di-

r e cts their att ent ion t o Christ Hi mself: 

11 Nor do I send men off to the secr e t election of God to 
look for the salvation f or which they yearn, but I bid 
the m go s t r a i ght to Christ in whom salvation is put before 
us, which otherwi se would be hidden in God. For whoe ver 
does not enter by the plain road of faith to him the 
electi on

6
of God will be n ot hing b ut a disastrous l aby­

r i nth '1. 2 

Further in an attempt to d i ssolve unce r tainty and doubt he d~ects: 

22 

23 

"That we may have the assurance of the remission of our 
sins , thc.t our consc ien ces may r epose in the assur~e 
of e t ernal life , that we may fearlessly call God our 
Father , we must by n o means begin wi th what God decr ee d 

Comm. on John. 15 .1. 

Comm. on Col. 1.24. 
24 John 6 : 39 ; Inst . 3 . 23 . 10. 
25 -- - -

Inst. 3 . 21.7. 
26 ~aet . De i. praed . CR. 8 , 306f. 



concerning us before the foundation of the world, but 
what is made known to us in Christ of His fatherly love 
and what Christ ~imself daily preaches to us by the 
Gospel 11 .27 

95. 

'Ihe substitutionary character of Calvin's theology is 

markedly revealed in the congregation on Election 1 where it is 

of marked significance that God could only accept His people 

in Christ, and therefore we are elected in Him not in ourselves?8 

Election in CtJrist is synonymous with adoption in Him because 

"Those wh o by f a ith truly communicate in Jesus Christ 
may be well assured that they belong to the eternal 
election of God an d are Iiis children 11 .29 

The fact that we are elected "in Christ" is indeed the great 

proof that we ar e unworthy to be elected in ourselves . 30 our 

situation is so desperate that " in ourselves we are hated and 

are wor thy that God should hold us in abomin ation; but He looks 

upon us in His son and then He loves us" . 3l Further , to pre-

vent our eyes from being turned inwards 1 we are assured tllat 

"Those whom God has assumed for sons 1 He is said to have 
chosen not in themselves but in His Christ, for He could 
not love them save in Him nor honour the m with the inheri­
tance of nis kingdom unless t he y had first been made 
sharers of him. If therefore we are e lect in Dim we 
shall not find in ourselves the certitude of e l ec tion".32 

(b) Next we turn to Christ's part in elect i on as seen by 

Calvin. In the Institutes he uses a variety of expressions to 

explain this. 

East gene ral of al l, Christ , as 11 the :,amb s lain before 

the foundation of the world 11 , is tne dire cti on from which sal-

vation comes . Furthe r, He is represented as the testimony of 

e lection. 33 Calv in 1 rEferring to Luke 10.20, says 

27 Ibid . 
28 rnst . 3 . 24 . 5 . 
29 congr egation on Ele cti on, CR. 8, 114. 
30 comm. on Eph . 1. 4. 
31 Congregation on Election 1 CR. 8' 95 . 
32 Inst . 3.24.5. 
33 Ins t. 3 . 24.9 . 
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" We know f r om the testimony of Cllrist that the names 
of God ' s chi l dr en have been written in the book of 
l ife fr·om the be gi nning 11 • 

96. 

Then Chr ist i s represented as tne conveyor of grace, in virtue 

of which election t ai!..e s place 9 wi tnout any cons i de ration of 

human merit: 

"Who has called us with a holy calling 9 not according 
to our works b ut accord ing to His m•n purpose ~nd grace 
which was £iven us in Christ Jesus before the world 
began 11 • 34 -

Again9 Christ i s repre s e nted as the source of the assur-

ance of election . The soul ' s " restless c uriosity" and "fatigue" 

is allayed and relieved since 11 r eJ!OSe and tranquilli ty " is 

offered to th ose who b e long to him. Thus , 

" ...• the pe r sons whom God has adopted as .rn s children, 
He is said to have chose n , not in themse l ves 9 but in 
Christ; because it v,as impossible for h i m to l ove them, 
except in Him; or to honour them wi th t he i nheritance 
of his kingdom9 unle ss previously made partakers of Him11 . 35 

If we are con ce rne d about our salvation we arc t o 11 inquir e 

whether He has committed us to Chri s t, the on l y saviour of His 

people 11 . 36 

Up to t his point i n the Ins t i t ut es, t he role of Christ in 

election has n ot be en fully de f ined . It has been s te a di ly main-· 

tained t hat election is by means of Christ, b ut the prec ise par· 

He plays has n ot come t o exJ,Jressi on. The following roles indi-

c a te more s~e cif i call y Hi s function . 

Christ i s the b e arer of tl1e message Y1hich divides defi-

nitely between the elect and the non- elect . It is around Him 

that the worl d divides , for He is the \latershe d around which men 

taLe Uf: their pos it ions facing one an other . Thus , "Chr i st 

comma nds men to belie ve in hitn .. . • 11
• Ye t Calvin is equally 

conv i nced that there is noth ine contr~ry to this command in the 

statement: 11 No man can come unto me, except it were z iven Hi m 

34 2 Tim. 1 : 9 Inst . 3 . 22 . 2 . 
35 Ins t • 3 . 2 4 . 5 . 
36 Inst . 3. 24 . 6 . 



97. 

of my Father 11 •
37 Commenting on t.ne words , "Who hath ears to 

hear, let him hear 1138 he says, 

"therefore when we exhort and pre acl1, persons endued 
with ears readily obey; and those wbo are destitute 
of them exhibit an accomplishment of Scripture, that 
hearing they 11ear not". 

Further, Christ is declared to be the seal of our 

election in another definition: 

"Christ is therefore said to manifest tl1e name of the 
Father to us because by His Gpirit He seals on our 
hearts the knowledge of our election testified to us 
by the voice of the Gospel 11 .39 

The favourite expr ession for Calvin, taken directly from 

Augustine, is Christ as "the bright mirror of tbe eternal and 

hidden election of God 11 •
40 This and similar statements recur 

frequently . He is 11 the most ex·cellent luminary of grace and 

predestination 11~1 for certainly the only-begotten Son of God 

did not acquire this dignity by anything He did or believed. 

It is by grace that He is the son of God. Predestination in 

fact shines brir.htest in the Saint of saints - no more splendid 

mirror of predestination exists than in the Lediator Himself, 

who attained without merit such honour &s to be tbe on ly-

begotten son of God .42 He is 11 the mirror to which we must lift 

up our eyes if we desire the certainty of our election1143 , "the 

mirror in wbich the will of God becomes visible to us and the 

pledge by whicb it is sealed 11 .44 Christ therefore is the place 

wher~ we see reflected the election which singles out certain 

me mb ers of mankind. 

Christ, however, pe r forms more than th i s pas sive role 

37 John 6:65 ,· Inst. 3 . 23 . 13 . 
38--

Matt. 23 . 9 . 
39-

De. aet . De i prae d. VIII. 6 . 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. VI. 
42 Ibid. VIII. 6. 
43 C.R. 51 : 282 
44 C.R. !':333 

42:127' 131. 
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because He is not just the ground of our recognition of our 

elect i on; He is also its objective ground and source. This 

leads to assigning Christ the most Jromisin~ and effective role 

in the Institutes but it is unfortunate ly never developed or 

mentioned again . Cl1rist is here referred to as " the author of 

election 11 . 45 This is a right whicl1 He claims for Himself : 

" though Christ introduces Himself in Ris med iatorial 
capacity, yet He claims to himself the right of election" , 

and this aJparently on equal terms with the Father, for Calvin 

adds, '' the right of e lection in common with the Father" . This 

is a r emarkable statement, and if it had been further developed 

by Calvin or later Calv inist divines would have prevented much 

unnecessary argument . 46 

(c) We must further ask how f ar election i s concerned Hith 

the work of the Son . 

Acts 2.23, Calvin point s out47 , declares that Christ was 

delivered to death by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge 

of God . The death was carried out by the violence of men , but 

it was none the less ordained by the eternal decree of God . In 

his commentary on Acts 20 : 21 9 Calvin declares that no part of 

our salvation may not be found in Christ, yet in the list which 

follows e l ect ion is noticeably missing. 48 In discuss ing salva-

tion und er the scholastic t e rminology of efficient, material , 

formal, and fin~l causes 9 he only al lows Christ to be the second 

of these : the efficient cause is the good pleasure of the will 

of God . 49 Calvin ' s solution t o what tJart Christ played in the 

work of election is perhaps basically similar t o that of 

Augustine - e l ection is part of the wor k of the disincarnate 

45 Inst . 3 . 22 . 7 . 
46 We s ee this aspect strongly emphasised today in Barth ' s 

treatme nt of election where Cllrist i s n ot only the Elected 
One b ut also the One who elects . 

47 De aet . Dei . praed . V. 1. 
48 Comm. Acts 20.21. 
49 Comm. Eph . 1:5 . 
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Logos, b ut not part of the historic mission 0 1 Chr ist . Calvin 

allows to the ~on a share in the e l ectinG activity of the Father , 

yet this seems to be i n no way connected to His incarnate work . 

However , we have already noticed how reticent he i s on Christ 

as the author of our election . 

How f a r did Calvin regar d the work of Christ as unive r s al 

in its scope ?50 There is litt l e i n Calvin to suggest that he 

held the doct r ine of " limited atonement " which mainly ar ose 

through the logical perversion of his successors . He states 

uncompromisingl y that Christ came to bring the whole world 

d th th ·t f G d d to obed1· ence to H1· m. 51 un er e au or1 y o o an Jesus 

Christ came not to reconcile a few i ndividuals to God, but to 

e x tend his grace over the whol e wor l d . 52 Calvin ' s exeges i s 

of passages such as Mt . 20 . 28 and I,1k. 14. 24 also bears on this 

p oint ; he holds that the "many" in these passages is to be 

interpreted as in Rom. 5 :15 to cover the whol e human race . 53 

In a sermon he exhorts his hearers not to allow souls to perish 

"who have been redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ " . 54 Per-

haps the most import ant ~assage for assessing Calvin 's atti t ude 

to this quest ion is his comment on I Jn . 2 : 3 . Though he will 

not allow too general a meaning to be ~laced on the text , as it 

was written primari ly for the comfort of believers, yet be says 

that he accepts the distinction of the Schoolmen that Christ 

died sufficiently for tbe sins of the whole world , but effi-

ciently only for the sins of the elect . 55 The r eason all do 

not rece ive the benefits of the deat_p of Christ is ttJat llllbelief 

preven t s them56 ; but we must a lso recollect that Calvin fre -

quently insists that faith is purely a gift of God . It is ib 

50 I am grat eful for much of this disc ussion to s. B. Russell, 
Op . Cit. , Pg. 246 . 

51 Comm. Is a . 42 . 1. 
52 Serm. I Tim. 2 . 5ff. 
53 Comm. lhatt . 20 . 26 . 

54 Serm. 2 Tim. 2 . 19. 
55 Comm. I Jn . 2. 2 . 
56 Comm. Heb . 9 . 27. 
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the light of Calvin's distinction between sufficient and effi-

cient atonement that we must interpret such a passage as his 

commen t on Col. 1.20, where he declares th&t the benefits of 

redemption are offered to wicked men, although Christ is in 

fact n ot their "peace-maker" 9 a passage which on occa~o;ion is 

quoted to support the view that he he l d a doctrine of limited 

at one men t . 57 

The Proclamation of the Gos~ : 

CorreBponding to the universal nature of the work of 

Christ is Calvin ' s injunction that the Gospel is to be pro-

claimed to all men; we are reconciled to God that we should en­

deavour to make our brothers sharers of the same benefit . 58 We 

must include all men in our prayers because we do not know who 

the elect are 59; even our deadly enemies may one day repent . 60 

It is especially our duty in practice to regard all those called 
61 into the Church as belong ing to the elect . We should love all 

manki nd, starting with the household of faith .
62 

The reason for the gene ral offer of' salvati on is two-

fold: first 9 it is to encourage believers, informing them that 

all may come; secondly, it is to render unbelievers completely 

without excuse. 63 Here again we find the distinction between 

the internal and external call, leading Calvin to say that God 

offe r s His Word indiscriminately to good and bad, but works 

with his Spirit only in the elec t . 64 

Criticism of Calvin's Position : 

In all this discussion of ele ction related to Christ , 

which we believe is Calvin ' s most vulnerable point, obvious 

57 Comm. Col. l. 20. 
58 Comm. Ps . .32 . 8 . 
59 Comm. Jer . 15 . 1 . 
60 Comm. Ps . 109 . 6 . 
61 Comm. I cor . l. 9 . 
62 Comm. Col. l. 4 . 
63 Inst . 3 . 24. 17 . 
64 Comm. Eze . 2.3 . - ----
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uneasiness is in his mind . Two definite strands run thr ough 

his teaching. On the one hand, there is indeed eloquent testi-

mony to the place that Christ has in the election of men . With 

moving words Calvin enjoins the believer to know his election 

and to en joy all ce r tainty &nd security by turning to Christ, 

Himself the first and most evidently elect man . On the other 

band , becaus e of his overwhelming sense of the will of the 

sovereign God, be starts from God ' s "eternal decree " before the 

foundation of the wor l d 9 and the reafter links the decree to the 

historic work of Christ for its fulfilment . 'r.b is is only too 

obvious in his arti cle wh i ch r eads 

"·· •. nevertheless no other cause of the discrimination 
is to be sought in God other than His mere will, which 
i s the supreme rule of riehteousness " . 

Thus we have an inescapable inlet for uncertainty and fear in 

election . Chri st is c l early God ' s instrument in our elect ion, 

but the cause of our election is the divine eternal will. To 

find the pri mary ground of our e l ection we should penetrate the 

deep counsels of God , into which Christ has not been admitted. 

For Christ is the "manner i n which God discharges His wor k of 

gr ace " ; but the reason why God takes the elect by the hand 11has 

another superior cause, that eternal purpose by which He des­

tined them to life 11 •
65 From this we must s e riously doubt 

whether Calvin really allowed full Si£nificance and scope to 

the r eal ity of our e lection i n Christ . Further 9 this is the 

fundamental reason why he must r e late t.Je e lect and r ep robate 

identically to the will of God, however much he attempts to 

avoid this conclusion . 

A further difficulty emerges in Calvin ' s conception of 

faith . The desire to remove all traces of s ynergism and to 

protect the t ruth of " sole gratia" led Calvin to understand man 

as a mere object of gr ace . This transformed the biblical 

65 De . aet . Dei . praed . VIII.4. 
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"personal rel~tionship 11 between God and man into a causal re-

lation: God the cause, faith the effect. Calvin has in fact 

(to express it in modern te r ms) destroyed the " I-Thou" relation, 

and substituted an 11 I-it 11 relati on. What h e at t e mp ted to ex-

press was that of himself man in i ncapable of doing the will of 

God and of believing in Chris t , and thus that faith and free -

dom are wholly t he gift of God, which acc ords wi t h biblical 

teaching. But he a ppears t o for ge t that sinful man is a subject, 

not an ob j ect, an d t h at grace i s a pe r sonal act and n ot t he 

cause of an ef fect . I n hi s s i t uati on be f ore God man always 

remains 11 pers on '1 and the transacti on, wh ich t akes place wi t hin 

t he e:phere of res ponsibili t y, r e mains pers onal. There f or e i t 

should never be t rans f erred i n to the di mens i on of "cause -

effec t ". 

This mis t aken view of f a i t h a lso effe ct e d hi s und erstand-

ing of electi on. The New Testament always correlate s faith and 

ele ction, so t h a t t he t wo are never t o be und ers tood apart f r om 

each other . But i n Ca lvin's view there ma y obv i ously b e a clean 

severance between fait h and el ect i on: e le ction then becomes 

" de te rminism" i n t he distant pas t , and f a ith the irre sist:ible re-

sul t of t hi s prior dete r mi nati on. 

ARpr eciat ion of Calvin' s Emphas es: 

Be f ore con c l pd i n g our study of Ca lvin ' s doc t r i ne of 

e l ection , however , it is i mper ative to understand why Calv in so 

jealously defended and pre ached this doctrine . 

The doct r ine of election may be taken as a precise 

poin ting of Calvin ' s domin ating insistence on God ' s pr iori ty i n 

al l of li f e . As one scholar has clearly pointed ou t : 

''Calvin ' s doctrine of election was not so much a gl oomy 
and pessimist i c denia l of h uman f r e e dom as the joyous 
proc l amation that man lived in an orde r ed un ive r se 
where the sovereignty of God r emoved f r om the region 
of doub t the salvation of' the true be li ever . It i s an 
at te mpt to recogn ise nece [ sit y and orde r in t he wor ld . . . 



of God's creation - to see tempor al things in 
Sp i noza's immortal phrase ' sub specie eternitatis ' u66 

103. 

Predominant in his thourrht was the desire to preserve 
. . 

t he pri~~ip l e of "sol e gratia" ; to him (and to the New Testa­

ment ) the foundation of the Gospe1 . 67 All is of grace : with-

out it we would not live nor possess eternal life, the l ife 

which comes throueh the cift of fait h. A wav e of horror ran 

through h i m at the thoucht that man could in any way merit sal-

vation . This is i l lustrated in the constant reminder that even 

faith i s the [ ift of God and does not arise from man . :Every 

step of r edemption had to be from God to be certain of fulfil-

ment - from before the beginning of time to the final glorifi-

cat i on of the elect . 

Again, his thought must be set within the context of his 

times, where the dominant stress in the Roman Church was empha-

tically on man attaininc to salvation through the sacramental 

system devised by the Church. For Calvin this emphasis on the 

strivings of man, albeit with the aid of God ' s grace , obscured 

the nature of the New Tes tament teaching on grace as we l l as 

the " objectivity " of our salvation which he saw correctly to be 

r oote d in election . 

Further, it is our belief that Cal vin attempted to do 

justice to and take seriously the doctrine of man deliniated in 

Scri pture . "Total depravity" was an honest attempt to acknow-

ledge that the depravity which sin has prouuced in human nat ure 

extends to the whole of it , and permeates human life and ex-

pe rience in all its r anges ; that there is no part of man's 

nature, not even his virtue, which is unaffec t e d by it, Calvin 

attempted to view human nature, not from the ethical but from 

the str ic t ly theocentric standpoint - man as sinner before God . 

In this state man's only hope was to trust in the electi on of 

66 J . Dall, in an article on Pr esbyterian ism, in t he §~yclo-
paedia of Religion ru1d ~th ics, Vol. 10, Fg . 244 . 

67 Inst . 3. 22 . 3. 
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God and to acce pt it as a sovereicn and free movement of God 

for his salvation . As Berkouwer reminds us, " the doctrine of 

election is a constant r eminder that all human glory~ all self ­

conceit is impossible ". 68 

Then a fur ther reason 1or preservinG thi s doctrine so 

carefully was that i t presented a basis for the assurance of 

salvation~ in fact the only basis possible . Nothing in life or 

death could possibly destroy the believer's c onfidence ~ for sal-

vation l ay solely in the work of God . Even the concept of the 

"invisible Church " was use d to guarantee for the e le ct ~ in a 

way impossible for a corrupt and di v i ded Church, their salva-

ti on and unity of faith. 

Finally, we must note the persona l charact er of John 

Calvin. Here was a man gripped by the overwhe lming sense of 

God, for whom election was the highest expr ession of the grace 

of God. As Warfield has said of him, 

68 

69 

''as he contemp l ate d the majesty of this Sovereign Fathe r , 
his whole be ing bowed in rever ence befor·e Himl- ·and his 
wh ol e he ar t burned with zeal for His gl ory" .6::;~ 

G. C. Berkouwer~ ~ cit , , Pg . 51 . 

B. B. Warfield~ Calvin as a t heologian and Calvini s m today , 
Pg-:-ri.-;-



105. 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

ELECTION IN THE REFORHED CONFESSIONS OF FAITH.*:iE 

In this chapter it is sufficient for our purpose to ex-

amine some of the more important confessions and observe the 

pr ominence given predest inati on in them. Then we require to 

consider shortly whether the confessions adequately represent 

the Scriptures. we must put them to the test of the Scriptural 

message as we understand it in t he li eht of modern biblical 

scholarship, seeking through such criticism new obedience to 

the Truth, and cont inuing , as Calvin put i t , 11 to be discipl es 

of Christ ri ght to the end 11 (Geneva Catechism, 1541, Q. 308). 

Further, as Prof. Torrance has reminded us, 

"we keep faith with our fathers a11d show our thankfulness 
for the instruction ~hich they have handed on tu us , i f 
we learn from their time-conditioned habits and modes of 
thought (which DO generation can escape ) h ow to di stinguish 
more clearly between the heavenly treasure and the earthen 
vessel, and l ear n how to take out of that treasure things 
new as well as old".1 

The Danger of Systematization: 
' 

It appears in the history of the Church that any doctrine 

detached from pract ical life and made an object of exc lusively 

t heor etical discussion loses much vital ity and relevance in the 

life of the Church. 2 A doctrine extracted from Script ure and 

placed in a rigid dogmatic frame·;,rork quickl y becomes " dated " 

end loses its dynamic for preaching and pastor a l care . This is 

an abidinr dange r of " orthodoxy". 

1 

2 

In this chapter I am indebted to Prof. B. B. '11ar field for his 
article , Prede stination in the Reformed confessions , i n his 
studies in Theology, wher e he has given us an extensive 
treatment of the doctrine in the Reformed confessions and 
standards . The tenor of the article, however, makes it 
apl;)arent that he is conditione d by his "Calvinism" when 
evaluating the place predestination hol ds in the various 
confessions . 

T. F . Torrance , 'l'he School of :B'aith, Pg . xii. 

An outstanding example of this is the difference between 
Calvin ' s se rmons where election throbs with meaning for the 
l ife of the believer and his articles v;l1er e elect i on has 
lopt vital ity thrbugh being systematize~. 
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It does not mean 9 however 1 that we should despise the 

need for a confessional standard or a systematic understanding 

of God's dealings with sinful men , but it warns us that the 

'1iord of God is never at the arbi trary disposal of man. 3 Parti-

cularly concerning election we are directed to the fact that a 

doctrine 11 lives 11 only in the context of faith 9 vvhere faith is 

the response to God calling men in g1·ace, "You have not chosen 

me, but I have chosen you 11 •
4 As Brunner has asserted, 

11 ••• the doct rine of e l ection is therefore intelligible ..•. 
only in the decisi on of faith 9 not as a doctrine 'ab out ', 
but only as an address to the 'Thou ' 11 .5 

We have already noted that Calvin clung fier-c.ely to 

election because of the reli gious assuranc e it pr ovided . After 

Calvin, however, Protestant scholasticism sought to mould the 

doctrine of election into a ri gid and dogmatic pattern . In-

creasing attention was paid to the " decrees " of God and the ir 

sequence, so tbat a struggle developed between the "supra- and 

infra-lapsarians" and reached i ts peak in the 17tb century. 

This was not merely a matter of scholastic hairsplitting; Barth 

in his discussion of e l ection has considered this old struggle 

very thoroughly and has aJpr eciated its deepest motives6 simul-

tane ously presenting a 11 purified 11 supralapsar ianism as the basis 

of his own doc tr i nal structure. 7 Yet it is clear that we face 

here a subtle controversy which owes its existence to the~es­

passing of the boundaries set by revelation. 8 

At a later stage we shal l have to conside r whether the 

confessions adopt the supralapsarian or infralapsarian posit ion; 

but first we must briefly out line the two schemes. 

3 cf . K. Barth, Church Dogmatics , Vol .l., Pt. 1, Pg. 159 . 

4 J ohn 15: 16a. 
5 E. -Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of God 1 Vol . l, Pg. 338. 
6 K. Barth , Church Dogmatics, Vol. 2, Pt. 2, Pgs. 127-145. 
7 A.D. Polman, Barth 9 pg . 35 . 
8 G.C. Berkouwer, Divine Election, Pg. 254. 
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An Outline of Supra- and Infra-lapsarianism: 

In the supra position the first decree is that of pre-

destination , which is thought to precede the decree of creation 

and Fall. The later decrees of God (creation and Fall' are 

then subsumed under the first decree of God. They form the 

means whe reby the primary decree becomes realised . The decree 

to election and rej ect ion thus precedes a l l other decrees. In 

this decree man does not yet appear as fallen man, so tha t God 's 

primary dealings wi t.t:; man do not take his sin into account. 

Hence, rejection is in the eternal counsel of God , more an act 

of Hi s sheer sovereignty than of His justice . God's primary 

plan, His first a pr i ori decree- also as decree to reprobation ­

i s a decree of Eis ete rnal pleasure . 

Acc ording to the infra standpoint the decree to creation 

and Fall logically pre cedes the decree to rejection and e l e ction, 

so that in the counsel o:f God rejection presupposes a fallen 

mankind . This r ejection then changes its nature and i s more an 

act of His j us tice than of His sovereignty. This doe s not 

imply that the infra position denies the sovereignty of God, but 

in it the ide a of God's wrath and just1ce is central . 

A criticism of these two position s is not inte gral to our 

imme diate discussion but we should consider tht... fol l oning re-

marks. van der zanden s ays that 

"we cannot speak of 'before ' or ' after ' in God 's ete rnal 
decrees as we do in time, hence the difference between 
supra and infra can be called imaginary because it implies 
the applicat ion of a temporal orde r to eternity" , 9 

while Berkouwer himse lf mainta ins that " the concept of succession 

in the doctrine of predestination is a clear form of the humani­

zation of God ".lO 

9 Quoted in G. C. Berkouwer, Op. Cit., Pg. 266 . 
10Ibid., Pg. 267 . 
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An Examination of Selecte.~Confessi ons: 

For our discussion we shall confine ourselves to an 

examination of the doctrine as it is found in the following 

statements of belief compiled during the Heformation period and 

the early 17th century: 

a . confessio Gallic ana (1559) 
b. Confe ssi o Be l gic a (1566) 

c . confe ssio Scoticana (1560) 

d . The j9 Articles (1562) 

s:. The second Helve tic Confess ion (1562/6) 
f. The He idelbe r g Catechism (~563),, 

g. The Synod of Dort (1618/9) 

h. The Westminster confess ion (1646) . 

The commanding influence of Calvin penetrated to every 

corner of the Reformed Churches and is traceable in all the 

credal statements framed during the 16th and 17th centuries . 

Warfield believes that tl1e consistent way in which predestina-

tion was treated in subsequent Calvinian formularies and con-

fessions is directly traceable to the influence of the 

Genevensis Consensus, where Calvin in his reply to Bolsec dealt 

thoroughly with this doctrine, fortifying it fully with expo-

sitions of Script ure . Yet what he procl aime d was common to all 

the Reformers : in fact, it was Luther 9 Me lanchthon, Bucer and 

Peter Martyr who first put the doctrine of predestination for-

ward as the dete rmining e l ement in the Reformers ' te aching. 

a . Conf . Gal licana (1559 ) 

The third of the Frencb Confessions drafted by Calvin 

after enlargement at the Synod of Paris , 1559, became the 

national confession of the French · Reformed Churches. In the 

confession Providence is asserted in the VIIIth article and 

predestination not till the XIIth article. 

The confession ascribes to God's will .'~all that comes to 

pass in the world ", but denies that He is the author of sin 

although He uses the evil of devil s and sinners by turningR to 
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good . Elect i on is seen as "the eternal and immutable" choice 

of God, not based upon foresight of human works 9 and by which 

He has de termined to withdraw His chosen ones from the universal 

corruption and condemnation in wh ich all men are plunged "leav-

ing" , it is significantly added 9 
11 the rest in t h is same 

corruption and condemnat i on, to manifest in them his justice, 

as in the former He makes the riches of E.is mercy to shine forth'~ 

Thus a clear distinction is tilade between elect andre­

probate (while the decision concernine the elect is said to have 

been " determined in Cbrist Jesus before the creation of the 

world"). The moral inability of men is stressed by such 

phrases as "universal corruption" and 11by nature we cannot have 

a single good motion" . Calvin ' s insistence that both acts 

glorify God is seen in the purpose of election to r eveal God 's 

mercy and of preterition to manifest God 1 s just i ce . 

b . Conf . Belgica (1566). 

Of similar character to the Gallican confession i s the 

Be l g ic confession, composed by Guido de Bres, later martyred. 

The statement on eeneral ~rovidence (Art . l3) mere ly re­

peats the ideas of the Gallican confession in an enriched form. 

The article on election, on the other hand, is brisker than that 

in the Gallican confession but its teaching is the same. The 

whole human race is seen as sunk in ruin through Adam ' s trans­

gre ssion. God displays His mercy in saving thos e who 11 in His 

eternal and immutable counsel He has elected and chosen in Jesus 

Christ our Lord " , while He shows His ri chteousness in l eaving 

the rest in their ruin. 

c . Conf . Scoticana (1560) 

This confe ssion was drawn up by Knox and his fel l ow 

ministers and adopted by Parliament in 1560, becomine the legal 

confess i on of the Church of Scotland . 

Here Christology an d predestination were regarded as in 
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11 some way paralle l and for that reason were treated together 

in E~.rticlGs VII and VIII. -- --- ~rticle VIII, of ~l e ction, begins 

indeed with elect i on in Chr1st Jesus before the f oundat i on of 

the world was laid, but J r oceeds unhesitatinrly to link this 

purpose of God with the Incarnation , an d insists that for sinners 

the son of God took Himself a body of our body, flesh of our 

flesh and bone of our bones . "For this cause, are we not 

afraid to call God our Father, not so much because He created us 

as for that He bas given us His only son " . 

Again, it is declared that our salvati on is traceable back 

to " the eternal and immutable decree of God ", and that faith 

is wrought in the hearts of the clect by the Holy Spirit , who is 

12 also the instigator of ~ood works . The invisible and true 

Church consists of God ' s e lect of all ages : while in the visib l e 

Church 11 the reprobate may be joined in the society of the elect 

and may externally use with them the benefits of the Word and 

Sacraments 11 • 

d . The Thirty Nine Art icles . 13 

Reformed influences we r e also working towards establish-

i ng the Church of England on a sound Protestant basis . The 

Ar!icles were prepared by a commission under Cranmer, who was 

the ir chief author . But the influence of Pete r ~artyr is dis-

tinctly n oti ceable in the 17th article, On Predestination and 

Electi on. 

I t confines itself to the stat ement of the graci ous idea 

of predestinat i on (that is, "predestinat i on to life 11 ) and con-

sists of two parts . In the f i r s t , " pre de s t in a t i on t o 1 if e 11 is 

expounded and defined, while in the second half' its use is 

expounded . 

11 cf . K. Bar th ' s treatment of these artic les in The Knowl edge 

12 

of God and the Service of God, Pg. 68- 79, '.there he 
apprec i ates the link between pre destinat i on and Cbristo1ogy. 

Articles 3,13,16 , 17 , 25 . 
l 3 A "modern" interpre t ation of this article is given by 

E . J. Bicknell, The Thirty lTihe Articles, Pg. 220- 227 . 
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In this article Predestination to life is made to rest 

on election , for here these terms have different meanings . 

Elec t i on is viewed as the choice of God "before the foundations 

of the world" while predestination is seen as " the eve rlasting 

pUrJ)ose 11 to implement this choice in t i me . The 0 unchangeable 

decr ee ", secret to us, consists of two parts: negatively, to 

deliver from curse and danmat ion those ·.rhom He has chos en 

"in Chr i st " and, positively, 11 to brine them by Christ to ever-

lasting salvation, as vessels made to honour". ln this latter 

movement is included cnlling, justification, adop tion , good 

works, and final perseverance . 

A warning is le velled against those carnal and curious 

who abuse tbe doctrine; it will lead tbem to 11 dest->eration or to 

wr etchedness of most w1clean li ving 11 • Tte Vlhole closes with 

an exhortation quite in Cal vin' s manner to make the revealed will 

of God as declared in Scripture our guide to life. This 

article is soundly representative of the Retormers' teaching 

and ex presses clearly the pos i tive biblical emphasis of "p.!'e-

destination to life". It shares with other conf'3s :-ions the 

basic ideas of " the secret counsel of God '', mankind as under 

" curse and damnation" and the elect o.s nvecsels of honour '' · 

e . The Second helvet!c Confession (1562/66): 

A somewhat c l1ary tone in respect of pre des t j_na t ion clings 

to this confession composed by Bullinger in 1562 for hiR o:m 

private use and rapidly adopted throuchout the Reformed world 

in 1566 on its publication . 

Article X. Numerous quotations from the New Testament 

for each aspect of predestinution are 8iven ,, Jnd tl1e oositive 

side is expounded and deve l oped (that is, predestination to life ). 

A pleasing feature of t his stb.tement is t11at predestination is 

closely linked to Christ so tlJat the words 0 in Christ!! constan-t-

ly appear. There is an obvious attempt to avoid speculation , 

while the tone i s more "existential" thun the other confessio::1s. 
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Especially is this noticeable when we are exhorted not to dwell 

upon whether there will be few or many saved, but are tol d to 

"strive to enter in at the strait gate ". 

The confession condemns those who 

"seek outside of Christ whether they are elect and 
what God has de ere ed concerning them from all eternity" . 

Further, we may be certain of our salvation i f we believe in 

0hrist and are in Christ, bearing fruit in a holy life. we are 

told that the Father "has laid bare to us in Christ the eternal 

sentence of His predestination" and that Chr is t is to be "the 

mirror in wh ich we contemplate our predestination". This is a 

strong Calvinian emphasis, s in ce the though t of Christ as mirror 

is obviously t aken directly from t he Institutes. As warfield 

has remarked, this confession gives the impression that the 

doctrine is c ontemplat e d from the standpoint of history rather 

than e t e rn i t y . 

f. The He ide lberg Cate chism (1563). 

The cat ech ism has lit t le to say about this h igh mystery. 

Under the doc tr i ne of Providence, general predes tination is 

allude d to clearly: the ete rn~l Father is said to uphol d and 

govern the universe "by His eternal counsel and providence " and 

that effectively for His ends 11 s o go verning all creatures that 

. ••• • all things come not by chance but by His Fatherly hand" 

( Q. 26 '27). 

Spec ial pre destination i s a l luded to un de r the doctrine 

of t11e Church " that out of trH; whole human race , the Son of Go d 9 

by His Spirit and Wor d , gathers, protects and preserves for 

Himse l f unto eternal l ife an e l ec t e d communi on " and each of us 

is to believe that he is and 11 ever shall be a living member of 

t he sa me " ( Q. 54) 

Questi on 54 is i mpor t ant for its concern with the Church, 

"the e l ect commun ion 11 , as the object of ele cti on . The i ndivi-

dual i s seen as e lect within the context of an elect commun i ty. 

Thi s aspect of elect i on r1as been negl ec ted in many confession s 
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where elect ion is viewed as exclusively individualistic. 14 

g . The Synod of Dort (1618/9): l5 

The rise of the Arminian party known as the Re monstr ants 

offered the most serious assault yet suffered by .Refor med 

theology . Predest ination was made conditional on faith 9 and 

irr esmt·ible grace denied . This was met by the Dutch Calvinis t s 

in a counte r-movement with the Canons of Dor t , published authori-

tatively in 1619 as the findi ng of the national synod to which 
16 

r epresentatives of nearly all the Reformed chur ches we r e invited . 

According to Seebe r g " It was a council wbich has no parallel in 

the history of Protestantism1117 

The form of the canons was largely determined by the fact 

that they were an official re ply t o the rlemonstrants . The fi"st 

head of doctrine deals direct l y witb predestination, the rest 

with the conne cted points of particular redempt i on, inability , 

irresist:lble grace , and pe r seve ran ce . The matter unde r each 

separate head is disposed in two parts: first, the doctrine i s 

positively set forth and 9 se condly, the corresponding errors 

vexing the chur ches ar e named and refuted . Tne head of pre-

des t ination contains eighteen par agraphs in its positive portion , 

beginning with a broad statement of the doctrine of origi nal 

sin and man ' s universal guilt and ending with an ascription of 

prai se and adoration in the licht of tt theso mysteries ". 

The r eason tor some recei ving the gift of faith from God 

and others not receiving it proceeds from God ' s "ete rnal decree ". 

Electi on i s " the un changeable purpose of God,'t whe reby "before 

14 Barth has justly r eproached the traditional doctrine of 
predest i nation for oft en paying exc l usive attention to the 
e l ection of individual s thereby neglecting the election of 
the body of Christians . 

l5 s ee B. Warburt on, Calvinism, Pgs . 47- 62 , for a snort history 
and background of the synod. 

16 Delegates were present from the Palatinate 9 Hesse 9 Nassau, 
East Friesland, Br emen , Emden, Engl and, Scotland , Geneva , 
and Ge rman Switzerland . 

l7 R. Seeberg, The his tory of Doctrines , Pg . 422 . 
He would probably have had to revise this re mark in the light 
of the ecumenical councils of this century . 
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the foundation of the world 11 He chose a certain number of per­

sons to r edempt i on i n Christ. (CD 1:7) The object of elect ion 

i s fallen man and its end is redemption, with al l the means of 

grace adjoined ("both to grace and to glory", 1:8). The unity 

of the decree of election and the means of salvation is clearly 

asserted. The canons carefully ex plain that e lection i s the 

cause and not the effect of all good motives, for " e l ection is 

the founta in of every saving good" . 

The source of this gracious e lection is traced back t o 

" t he e:ood pleasure of God 11 (1 :10 ). Its unchangeableness is 

emphasised, s o that "neither can the elect be caste away, nor 

the.ir number diminished " ( 1:11). Finally 9 its use i s to attain 

t o assurance 9 to incite to good works , and to comfort the peopl e 

of God . (1 :12-14). 

Fur ther, t he " decr ee of reprobation" is dealt with as 

"peculiarly tending to illustrate u.nd reco.nmend to us the eternal 

and unmerited gr ace of election" and as 11a declaration of His 

justice" to punish the r eprobat e for 11 thei r unbelief and all 

othe r sins " (1:15). Wavering belie vers are urged to beware of 

ill-founded despair in the light of the doctrine of reprobation 

b ecause this is meant merely for those who have given themselves 

up to " the car e s of the world". The whole section is concluded 

with an article on the destiny of chi ldren dying in infancy 

wher e ''in virtue of the covenant of grace , godly parents have no 

reason t o doubt of the elect i on of their children" (1 :17) and 

on the proper attitude of mind in the face of these holy 

mysteries (1:18). 

Little of importance is added to this positive statement 

in the sections on Rejection of Err ors. These take up con­

secutively the .Remonstrant s statements and reject them by 

citing appropriate Scripture . This strengthens and sharpens 

the positive propositions already asserted : particularly those 

concerning t t1e immutability of God ' s electing counsel, i~s 
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ent ire independence of foreseen faith or works, and its com-

plete sovereignty over salvat i on . 

We can agr ee with Warfi eld when he says that 

11 the whole constitutes one of the most prudent and 
satisfactory exposi tions of the Heformed doctrine of 
pre destinc.:.t i on ever g iven wide c onfe ssional aut hori t y". 

Seeberg , however, points out signif icantly that the decrees of 

Dort (as also the We s tmi nster confession) indicate a displace-

ment of the or iginal order in soteriology . Predestination was 

once a suppor t for tbe assurance of salvation ; but here it has 

i tse l f b een made the fundamental conception. The course was 

once from justification to predestinat i on : now i t is reversed . 

This is an inver s ion of Calvin ' s orde r in the Insti t utes, where 

"Justification by faith " is treated before "Election". 

£ inal l y , reference must be made to the Christological 

context of e l ection . Citing Eph . 1 :4 , the canons speak of the 

election in Christ "whom God f rom ete rnity appointed the Media-

tor and Head of the e lect and the foundation of salvation 11 (1 :7 ). 

Clearl y this attempts to a voi d an abstract decr ee of election, 

as our eyes are directed simultaneously to the e lection of God 

and to the 1·1ediator , v.hile elsewl1e re there is mention of " the 

gr acious election11 (1 :10), the 11eternal and unmerited grace of 

election" (1 : 15 ) and " t he grace of unmerited election ". Never-

theless, by thinking of eternity as 3n endless extension of t ime , 

the fear of an abstract decree "before t he foundation ci: the 

worl d" cannot be avoided even by providing a Christological 

sett i ng for the doc trine . 

h. The Viestminste r Confession (1646 ) . 18 

The \·testminster Confession and catechisms were drawn up 

by a large national assembly of =nglican divin es and laymen 

( plus a few Scottisb assessors ) convened in ,,,estminster , 

18 Refer A.A. Hodge, The Confess i on of Faith. 
G. S. Hendry , The Westminster Confession for Today. 



116 . 

England , by the Long Parliament, from July 1, 1643, to February 

22 , 1648. Men who r epr esented all views on ecclesiastical 

polity were present - Episcopalians, Presbyterians, Independents , 

and Erastians . The Confession was adopted by the General 

Assembly of t he Church of Scotland in 1649, and is recognised 

as the principal " subordinate standar6 11 at the present day . 19 

The confess i on is excessively legal istic, more consti-

tut i onal than confessional in character. This is r eflected in 

its style with its precise phrasing, its cumbr ous repa t itions, 

and the multiplication of ~repositions and qualifying clauses . 

It is obvious as Riddell maintains , 

'' the whole confessi on is logically built up on the premises 
of the third chapter . The divine decrees , ordained before 
the first day of creation, are fulfilled in the consummat i on 
at the last day and are effective to all eternity 11 . 20 

In Creation God reveals the gl ory of his eternal power. In His 

Providence He hardens some ana softens othere . Effectual calling 

is for al l those whom God has prede s tined to life , and only 

those, including elect infants and othe r elect persons who are 

incapable of being outwardly called by the ministry of the Word . 

Justification, sanctification , and the pe rse verance of the saints 

depend upon the immutable decre es . The Church invisible con-

sists oi the whole numbe r of the e l ect , In Baptism grace is 

exhibited and conferred only to those whom God has chosen . The 

e schatological teach ing is equally b ound up with the doctrine 

of predestination 9 the salvation of the elect and the damnation 

of the reprobate . 

Again , Seeberg's criticism is r e l e vant here that the 

Westminster Confession has inverted Calvin's order in the 

Institutes by treating predestinati on immediately after God and 

the noly Trinity. Here the certainty and assurance of 

l9 It was not so recognised between 1660- 1690. 

20 J. G. Riddell, God 's Eternal Dec r ees , Pg. 352 in S. J.T, 
Vol. 2 , 194~ 



117. 

salvation is definitely threatened oy this order, for the 

article Of God's Eternal Election is placed before the article 

On Creation thus indicating thctt the destinies of men are firm-

ly settled before Creation. Even the words "chosen in Christ" 

in Section V of the article cannot eradicate the fear that sal-

vation is effected ultimately oy a secret and unknowable 

determinism. 

Ideas similar to those found in the previous confessions 

are expressed here. God "from all eternity" ordained whatever 

happens: yet three propositions are maintained a long with this 

confession. Firs t , God is not the author of sin and secondly, 

no violence is offered to the will of the creature. Together 

with these prop os itions i s the fact that the contingency of 

second causes is not tru{en away. 

If the statement, "They who are elected, being fallen in 

Adam 9 are redeemed oy Christ" naturally suggests sympathy with 

the Infralapsar ian doctrine, it does not rule out Supralap­

sarianism~1 It appears that tlle Assembly deliberately adopted 

this ambiguous position so that neither shade of opinion would 

be offended by the confession. 

"Predestination to life" and "fore -or dination to death" 

is 11 fo r the manifestation of His glory". The number of those 

predestined and foreordained is so cert ain that it cannot be 

in cr eas ed or diminished - it appears that even God could not 

alter the numoer if He de s ired! 

concerning r e pr obation 9 God pas sed by tlle rest of man­

kind and ordained the m "t o dishonour and wratb for their sin". 

Tbe purpose of this is "for the g lory of His s overeign power" 

and "t o the praise of Hi s gl orious justice". The final section 

cautions men to handle "this high myst e ry" with care, ending 

with a typical Calvinian exhortation to attend to the will 

21 J. Macpherson, The confession of Faith, Pg . 23 . 
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of God re vealed in his Word so that from the "certainty of their 

effectual vocation" men might be ttassured of their eternal sal-

vati on 11 • 

The Basic Agreements between the Confessions: 

Before attempting a criDi cism of these confessions it is 

essential to note their basic agreements . 

(a) Absolute Predestination is a common Pres~position. 
Firstly

9 
the fact of an absolute predestination is the 

common presupposition of the whole body of the Reforme d con-

f 
. 22 e SSlOnS • Of the statement of faith we have examined only 

the He ide lbe rg catechism refers t o the doc trine incidentally, 

no separat e paragraph being e iven to its formal development . 

This is probably because i ts practical end was pr i mary in its 

composition
9 

leadinc to a subjective ratl1E:r than formal emphasis. · 

The confessions take es~ecial care to guard against the suppo-

sition thu.t God
9 

by virtue; of His universal decr ee, is charge-

able with the authorship of or moral r esponsibility for sin: 

but alongside of this the strongest s tress i s laid upon eve ry 

event in the bel i ever ' s life as being foreordained of God . 

Logically, these two statements conflict, as we noted when 

treating Calvin ' s di l emma 9 but tht confessions appear to have 

held them in tension without attemptin[ any r e conciliat i on . 

(b) The Nature of Predestination. 

Secondly, the Confessions remal'ltab l y agree i n their 

statement of the nature of predestination. No othe r cause can 

be cited for the predestination of me n to eternal life than 

th e good pleasur~ of God ; al l thoughts of merit are the refore 

dest r oye d. The standards are at one in proclaimine t he parti-

cularity of election , except for the Secon d Helvet ic Confession 

where there i s a c ontradict ion . The article on election 

22 A detailed treatment of all Reformed cree ds and confes s i ons 
on absolute predestination is given in warfield ' s artic l e, 
Pg . 219 . 
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mentions the f ewness of the numbtr, but in article XIII, of the 

Gos pel of Jesus Christ, we have the wor ds , " • • • f or God has from 

eternity predestinated to save the world through Christ .... . " 

thus revealing unwil l ingness to limit the extent of elect i on . 

There is nevertheless strong agreement that election deals not 

with a variable group but with SJecific individuals, the number 

and names whom God knows . Election is therefore seen as an act 

of discrimination . To all alike the elect are a body of indi-

viduals who , by an act of free and inde pendent choice deriving 

from the love of God, are separated from others thus passed by 

and le ft unchosen and unblessed by the series of acts of div ine 

grace which follow in history upon election (that is , effectual 

calling, justification, adoption and sanctification). 

A clear and consistent stress is made upon e lecti on as 

an act of Go d. Election and reprobation are never placed 

parallel to each other as a twofoldness of the one divine 

causality23, as some have understood. ~ben Warfi e ld speaks of 

the 11 soteriological interest i n which the confessions were com­

posed 11 24 he adds that 11the doc t rine of sovereign preterition" 

is n ot always explic itly defined ; and he also speaks of a some-

times "merely incidental treatment 11 evident in some confessions 

compiled by Zwingl i and Calvin. .According to Warfie ld this 

striking fact may not be interpreted as an unwillingness to 

accept, and therefore as a refusal to discuss the doctrine of 

pre t e .r. i t i on . He gives a different explanation: "It may rather 

be supposed to be omitted just because it i s so fully presup~--

posed " . 

But this expl anation is unsatisf'actorytf• for here we 

approach the essential structure of the doctr· i ne of election. 

From the deterministi c point of view one would have to speak 

simultaneously of election and rejection . Necessarily a deter-

23 G. C. Berkouwer , Op . Cit., Pg . 194. 
24 B. B. Warfield , Op. Cit . , Pg . 223 . 
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min i s t ic viewpoint would not permit a variation 9 could n ot 

speak of "elec t ion" being primar y and would have to posit a 

thor oughgoing parallelism. But in tl1e light of Scr i pture, the 

11 dis t ur bed 11 balance in the confessions is not only unders tand-

ab l e 9 butcompl ete l y legit i mate . As Br unner has remi nded us, 

"The Scriptur e teaches a divine predestination of elect i on; it 

al s o teaches the judgement of the unbelieving .. •. but it never 

teaches a divine predestination of r e jection11 •
25 For the con-

f essions did not mean to g i ve an explanat i on of how eve r ything, 

i n the same causal manner, is derived from God . Thus Berkouwer 

asserts, "when they spoke of the light of e l ection, they spoke 

also of a shadow, but never with any trace of paral l elism'' · 
26 

It is therefore incorrect to say wi th warfield that its 

composers lived 11 in such confidence in the impl i cation of pre -

t erition in the very i dea of elect i on 9 as seemed to render its 

separate statement unn6cessar y 11 •
27 The unsatisfactor y aspect 

of this exp l anation becomes clear when we consider that elsa-

where Warfield h i mself says that the Bibl ical writers did not 

make the doctrine of preterition a part of their exolicit 

t eaching. 28 It seems better• to say that when these men spol{e 

of e l ec t ion and non-e l ect i on , they wanted pr i mar ily t o speru{ 

wi th Scripture of e l ect i on as an act of God in Jesus Christ . 

warfield of fers a second explanat i on, namely , that the 

complete or partial 11 omission 11 was connected with the practical 

aspects of the doctrine of e lection . The confessions passed 

" li ghtly over all that is not imme diately utilizable by the 

simplest Chr i stian consciousness " . But this does not satisfy 

25 E. Brunner, Our :B'aith, Pg . 36 . 
26 G. C. Berkouwer, QQ . cit~, Pg. 195 . 

of . K. Barth , Op . cit . , Pg. 13. 
27 Warfi e ld, Op . c it., Pg . 224. 
28 B.B . Warfield , in the articl e Predestination in Bib l ical 

Doctrines, Pg . 64 (1929). 
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either, since it suggests that there are aspects of the doctrine 

of election which cannot be made useful for common believers. 

We may not 9 however 9 overlook the fact that reprobation 

is explicitly taught in some of the confessions . .B.;specially is 

this true of the important seventeenth cen t ury statements such 

as the Westminster Confession and the canons of Dort where the 

decree of reprobation includes two elements, 

a. to pass by some in the bestowal of regenerating 
and saving grace, and 

b. to assign them to dishonour and to the wrath of 
God for their sins . 

We have already mentioned the legalism of the 17th cen-

tury confes s ions, deri ved from a Protestant scholasticism 

characteristic of a later gene ration, together with a tendency 

to view salvation in terms o1 black and white. He r e we have an 

outstanding example or th i s method. 29 Then we must observe two 

~p.rther ~imilariti~s. 

(c) Predestination of the ue ans to Salvation: 

The confessions are unanimous in recognising that elec-

tion to salvation involves a dr~destination of all the means to 

that final end , thereby doing full justice to Romans 8:30. 

~arfield states that correspon~ing to this is the act of pre-

terit ion which involves the foreordination of the means to 

final reprobation. This statement i s the product of a mind 

similar to those who composed the 17th century statements and 

cannot be honest l y maintained of the earlier confessions , es -

pecially as we have al r eady noted their reticence in treating 

this topic . 

29 It is in teresting to observe that there is no explicit men­
tion of repro·bation in the followi ng confessions, many 
which derive directly from Calvin or his influence : Zwingli 's 
Exposition of the Chri stian Faith (1531); the First Bas l e 
Confession (1534) ; the Genevan Cate chism (1541); Calvin's 
creeds composed for the Genevan students (1559 ); the English · 
articles (1553) 1 the Heidelberg Co.tecbism (1563), and the 
Second Blhemian Confess i on (1575) , In Zwingli ' s "Fidei 
ratio " (1530), the Scots confession (1560), and the Second 
Helve tic confession (1562 ) it is alluded to but receives no 
direct treatment . The Be l g ic confession {1566) merely men­
tions preterition. 
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(d) The Object of Predest ination : 

Now considering the attitude of the confessions to tl1e 

object of predestination, we shall have to discuss the Infra­

and Supralapsarian position in them. 

Of the three great parties wh ich grew up among the rte-

formed div ided by what they considere d to be the object of pre-

destination - the Supralapsarian, Infralapsarian, and Salmurian, 

conceiving the object of predestination respectively as unfallen, 

fallen 9 and redeemed man - the r'irst and third raceive no 

support obvious from the confessions . 

Bavinck has pointed out t hat the supralapsarian presenta-

tion "has not been inc or porated in a sinc l e Reformed confession" 

but that the infra position has received an offic i al place . 3° 

It is not difficult t o understand what he means when we remem-

ber that in them predestination is continually focused on the 

fallen human race . \~e read 9 for inst ance , in the confessio 

Gallicana of God 's goodness and mercy 11by which He e lects and 

saves from corruption and damnation" 9 and in Article 16 of the 

Belgic Confession that God preserves from perd i tion all whom He 

in His ete r nal and unchangeable counsel out of his shee r good-

ness has elected . In itself, however , this does n ot yet imply 

a decisively infralapsarian presentat i on , because the re is 

usually no mention at all of any succession i n the decrees of 

God, but election is rathe r presente d in re lati on t o the per­

dition from which God saves . 31 

Yet it i s interesting to note that Bavinck later goes on 

to criticise both positions by charging them with one- sidedness 

because they both appeal to groups of texts . The infra to 

those related to a fallen world and the supra to those which 

deal with God 's sovereignty in redempt i on . On the other hand 

30 H. Bavinck, The Doctrine of God . For a full discussion of 
the supra- and infra-lapsarian conflict see Pgs . 382-407. 

3l G.C. Berkouwer, Op.cit., Pg. 261. 
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n othing is affirmed i n the confessions, accord i ng to War field, 

which is inconsistent with Supralapsarianism. They could be 

interprete d in this vein as we ll. 

Again, we should bear in mind that this controvers y arose 

in the sevente~nth century, and probably was not pr ese nt in the 

formulating of the earlier stat ements of fa i th which attempted 

to preserve the sove r e ignty of God 's gr ace i n the work of re-

demption by pr esenting the doctrine of elect i on as scripturally 

as possible . This is in sharp distinct ion to the late r pre -

s entations which appear to have been dominated by the desire for 

a ticht system rather than to present the many- sidedness of 

Scripture on this polnt . 

Possibly t he most expre ssive affirmati on of the true pos i-

tion i s given by Dr . P . Shaff vvhen he says that "all the H.e -

formed confess i ons •...•. keep within the limits of infral apsar­

i anism11 • 
32 

Election in the Confessions Compared with the Biblical 
Approach to Elect i on . 

We have now to consider whether the confessions adequate -

ly r epresent the scriptural teaching on ele c t i on , and whether 

it is still acceptable in the form in which it is presented in 

the confess i ons . 33 

(a) The Diffe r ence in Tone be tween the Confessions and 
Scripture . 

A gen eral comparison of the bib l ical passages which dwel l 

on God ' s electing love with the statements of the doctrine in 

the confessions indicate a profound diffe rence in tone between 

them. If we consider two important passages where most of the 

t e rms used in the formulation of the doctr ine appe ar, Ephesians 

1:3-14 and Romans 8 . 29-30, W& are struck by the overwhelming 

sense of joy, tr iumph and praise wh i ch resounds through them. 

3 2 As quote d by warfield , Op . cit ., Pg. 230. 
33 I am grateful to G. S. Hendry, The Westminster Confe ssion for 

Today , Pg . 5lf. for a number of valuable insights . 
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The presenta t i ons in a number of confe ssi ons , by contrast , 

breathe an air of the dread and doom of a fixed determinism and 

invariably end with advice to handle the subject with extreme 

caution . In f ac t, in Ephesians 1 fu~d Romans 8 the r e is little 

s uggesti on of caution : rather the Apostle exults in the triumph 

of grace in r e demption . As Prof. B~rkouwer has apt ly stated: 

"Election functions nowhere as a background to the 
orde r of salvation, a backgr ound that creates un­
ce r tainty, or as a shadow of the 'deus abscond itus' 
over the revelation of the ' deus r evelatus ' . On 
the contr ar y, we hear with it a hynm or' praipe and 
gr atitude for the foundation of salvation 11 . 34 

Election does not appear to us here as an unbearable tens i on or 

as a mysterious problem. It completely l acks those aspects and 

we meet electi on in emphatically d oxo~gical and soteri ological 

contexts , as when Paul writes that God 11 chose us in Christ ..... 

foreordained us unto adoption as sons .•.• according to the good 

p 1 e as ur e of Hi s w i 11 " ( E ph . 1 : 4 , 5 ) • There is nothing myster-

ious ly problematic here : " to the praise of the glory of His 

grace, which He freely bestowed on us in the Beloved 11 (Eph. 1 :6). 

In Romans 8 our attention is drawn to the interrelations in the 

numerous saving acts of God, and to the consolat i on which li es 

anchored in Christ for time ana ete rnity. S&lvation history is 

here seen as having its roots in eternity , and the plan of God 

as a basis to salvation not as a threat. Election here is the 

source of that certainty which causes Paul to break into the 

confident song of triumph that nothing can se~arate us from the 

love of God which is in Christ Jesus (Rom. 8 . 35ff.). 

(b) The £lace given to ReErobation . 

The confessions tend to harden over the years, so that b y 

the 17th century we have the \testminster confession , the canons 

of Dort, and the Formula Consensus Eelvetica (1675 ) built on 

strictly loeical structur es so that reprobation occupies a more 

integral position than previousl y. In this they differ from 

34 G. C. Berkouwer, OE . cit. , Pg. 13. 
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Calvin who flatly refused to subjec t t he dogmas of the Christian 

religi on to a part i cular scheme and who always began with the 

dat a which Scripture offered upon the subject i n hand . The 

l ater confessions, however, build up a l ogical structure which 

could not b e tampered with on one point without causing the 

whole edific e damage (cf. the "Five points " of Dort). In mos t 

of the later confessions the r efor e r epr obat ion follows l ogically 

from what precedes, so that it is seen and accepted as a fact 

although an attempt i s rarely made to substantiate it by 

Scri pture . 

The ~estminster con f ession has f ollowed Calvin i n the 

Genevensis Consensus in leaning heavily on Romans 9 where 

"vessels of wrath f i tted to destpuction " a r e mentioned. 35 Calvin 

in his commentary on Romans spoke without any hesitat ion of the 

reprobates as vessels of wrath made for destruction, as they 

were already thus predestined before the i r birth. 36 But Paul ' s 

words cannot legi timately bear this i nterpre t ation : for apart 

from the fact that the passage does not say that the vessels of 

wrath were " pre pare d beforehand " or by whom they were fitt ed to 

destruction ( as was noted by the Westminster As s embly), the con-

tex t makes it clear that the destruction to which they were 

fitted cannot be equated with e v~rlasting death as the theme of 

th i s ent ire section of the Epistle is the ultimate t riumph of 

God 's saving pur pose for Israel in sp i te of the temporary and 

apparent setbacks . The use of the phrase in the Westmi nste r 

confession to support the doctrine of reprobation is a signal 

35 C. H. Dodd , Commentary on Romans, Pg. 171 . 
Dod d commenting on Rom. 9.22f approves Dr . Moff at ' s 
translation "objects of anger" and " obj e cts of mercy". 
He obse rves, however, that " the verse s are ex treme ly 
diff icult in the Gr eek " and that "when Paul, normally a 
clear thinker, becomes obscure, i t usually me ans that he 
is embarrassed by the posit ion he has taken up". 

36 J . Calvin, Commentary on Romans, Pg . 369- 70, 
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example of the danger of taking a text out of context.37 

(c) The Doctrinal Perversion caused by the Usage of "Decree". 

The reason for 11 the resourcefulness of grace" being trans-

formed into the theological doctrine of double predestination is 

found in the term "decree" which the writers used to entitle 

this doctrine and which completely dominates the ir interpreta-

tion. The term is absent from the New TEstament passages 

which deal with election. "Decree" belongs to the Old Testa-

ment where it is used of God six times; of what we now call 

" laws of' nature " four times38 , in onG place its meaning is un­

certain39, and in only one place does it refer to election -

th~ e l ection of the Messianic king. 40 Hendry suggests that the 

absence of the word from the New Testament is no accident; for 

it suggests a fixed and unalterable enactment inappropriate to 

what the men of apostolic times had come to kn ow of the freedom 

of the grace of God in J esus Christ. 41 Brunner has also r e-

volted against this conce t? tion of "decree" as making human 

history a mere "game of chess " and is right in saying that 

nothing is more de vast&ting for the freedom and reality of 

decision than t11e idea tha.t everything is predetermined .42 

This criticism is valid, for Scripture does not present 

us with such a stat i c view of God, working out in history a 

plan drawn up before creation . The most obvious defect of this 

outlook i s that if. eve rythi ng is predete.rminad by. the :Divine 

de cree 9 how could any other court of appeal be r espon s ible for 

37 For a detailed discussi on and exposition of Romans 9 see 

38 

E. Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of God 9 Vol . l,Pgs.328-331, 
and G. C. Berkouwer, Divine El ection, Pgs . 214 and 215 . 
cf. C. H. Dodd in his commentary on Romans : it is interesting 
to note that he does n ot use the word 11predestination 11 at 
al l in his comments on chapters 9 to 11. 

Job 28:26 Ps . 148:6 ; Prov . 8 :29 ~· 5 : 22 . 
39-

Zeph . 2:2. 
40 Ps. 2:7. 
41-

G. S. Hendry 9 The Westmin ster Confession for Toda~, Pg. 53. 
42 ·u • t 3 6 E. urunner, Op.Cl . , Pg . 0 , 
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anything happening than He who predet~rmined i t ? The con-

f essions ~re landed in an embarras?.ing· situation . ~iini'l·~r to 

Calvin's when confronted with the problem of evil and sin . The 

Westminster confession in the f i rst section under Of God ' s 

Eternal Decre e has to maintain emphati cally that God is not the 

author of sin and that no violence is offLred to the liberty of 

man . Yet this clashes logically with the previous sentence 

that "God from all etErnity did ..... f rc:e ly and unchangeably or-

dain wbatsoever comes to pass ''· The compilers were obv i ousl y 

not happy witn the position into which they r;ere forced by their 

first statement, but did not see that this was the result of an 

unscriptural usage of the word "decree "· 

T.be New •restament te rm is 11 purpose 11 (th e noun and verb 

are used seven t imes in the con text of e lection)43; this indi-

cates that by election God is actively pursuing a goal in and 

through human history which He bas set be1ore him, rather than 

mechanically carrying out a decision made prior to creation. 

Therefore according to the New Testament we may not contemplate 

what God has decreed before the foundation of the world for "we 

do not know another decree than the one revealed to us, and 

there is no other decree"44 that is , the decision of God re-

vealed in Christ to save the wor ld . 

Together with the above criticism we must consid er an 

idea that constantly recurs in the confessional treatment of 

election in the words '' e ternal and immut able counsel " (cf. 

Gallican and Belgic confessions ), "eternal and immutable pur­

pose'' ( cf . Westminster confession) , 11 tbe gr eat secret of the 

counsel of God '' (cf . Genevan confession , 1537), " decreed by His 

counsel secret to us 11 (cf! . 39 Articles) . It is our contention 

that the confessions in a valid attempt to preserve the 

sovereignty of God in the scheme of salvation and thereby the 

43 Romans 8 , 28 ; 9 . 11 ; Eph. 1:9,11 ; 3 . 11 ; 2 Tim. 1.9. 
44 c.,uoted by Berkouwer from 1 . van der Zan den, Prae de stinatie 

in Christus, Pg . 149 . 
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ass urance of e l ection and salvation for pastoral reasons, have 

unconsciously arrived at a position wher6 doubt and uncertainty 

are cast on the electing work of rod in Christ in history. Al-

though the confessions constantly maintain that this "e ternal 

and imnmtab le purpose'' i s always 11 i n Chr ist " they have neverthe-

less misundE r stood the scri~tural meaning of 11 in Christ " for 

c lee ti on . This we have already seen was Calvin ' s mistake, 

although on numerous occasions he atternt?ted to centre elect i on 

" in Christ 11 • Rtference to the revelation in Christ i s an 

attempt to still the doubts and fears , but at the bottom it i s 

nothing but an impotent pastoral de vice , an effort to compen-

sate for the ''high tension " of the h i dden election . Although 

our elect i on is in Christ for the confessions it is nevertheless 

"before the foundation of the worl d 11 and therefore a decided 

factor before creation . Thus this "secret " decision cannot but 

lead to unce r tainty in the life oi the believer and the Church, 

since the shadow of the ''hidden decree 11 is always b ehind the 

revelation of God ' s l ove in Jesus Christ . 

What the confessmons failed to se e was that for the New 

Testament a l l salvati on lies anchored in Christ . There is not 

a se parate , sover e ign decree in eternity followed by the love 

of God in time for its r ealisation . As Barth has right ly 

stated, "before J esus Christ and above Him and beside Him and 

apart from Him there i s no election , no beginning, no decree , 

no Word of God '145. God ' s decision or " decree" is identical 

with the revelation of Jesus Christ : His eternal plan and 

"decree " are idEmtical wit.h what is di sclosed to us in time as 

His revelation in Jesus Christ. Only the Scots confession 

seems to understand this fact that in its simplest and most 

comprehensive form the dogma of predestination is the assertion 

that the divine predest inati on is the choice and e l ect ion of 

45 K. Barth , Op . cit . , Pg. 95 . 
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Jesus Chris t in histor y by the Father. Our e l ection is assured 9 

f ound, and knowr: in so far as we partici pate in Ris e le ction for 

He is the Chosen One of God.46 This is the only sur e and 

sound ground for the assurance of our e l ection, that God ·"s 

decisi on is in history in J esus Christ. 

(d ) The Infl uence of Ephesians 1:4 : 

While we have denied a ~re-histori cal decree we are, 

however, still faced witp a phrase from Ephe sians 1:4 wh i ch 

a ppears with untiring regul &rity in the confessions, "before the 

foundation of the world". With the ir idea of the immut able and 

fixed decree , the confessions give the im~ression that thi s 

phr ase is to be taken strictly literally so that the plan of 

God to choose certain indi viduals for redemption is compl eted 

be f ore the beginning of time . This again admits an element of 

uncertainty and thr eat as eternity on this understanding re pre -

sents the unknown and unce r tain . Precise ly for this r eason i t 

is nece ssary to unde r stand how the words " time " and "eternity" 

f un ction in the Gospel . 

These wovds do not occur in Scripture as a threat but as 

a basis for assurance and trust. They ar e not placed in a con-

text which makes us dizzy in the face of an unapproachable 

abyss or '1eterni ty 11 , but they are in tend ed to centre our 

attention on the source of our ete rnal salvation . The i ssue i s 

not a me taphysical contrast between time and eternity, but the 

foundation of salvation in God ' s plan as immutable r eality. 

"Before" is not to b e interpreted i n the light of an eternity/ 

time scheme, since it intends to indicate that th i s divine act 

of salvation did not originate in flesh and blood , and is 

therefore in no debt to human merit or creation . 47 "Before the 

foundation of the world " means to direct our attention to what 

46 Luke 9 . 35 ' 23 . 35 . 
47 cf . Ins t . 3 . 22 . 2 . "By 

foundation of the 
to worth~'. 

saying they were elected be fore t he 
worl d , Paul t akes away all reference 
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can be called the opposite of chance and contingence. He re the 

certainty and fullness of salvation in history are shown to be 

anchored in God . Nor may .rtomans .8 be interpre ted in th€ light 

of a metaphysical eternity/time scheme where tne \lords "before", 

" purpose " (vs . 28) ~ "foreknew" and "foreordained" (vs. 29) 

appear. They imply not a thr eat but the f oundation of certainty 

and seek to indicate that salvation is rooted and grounded in 

God~ the Alpha and Omega. 

(e) The Misunderstandi£B_Of the Relat i on of Time and Eternity: 

The above explanation le ads us to discuss what may be 

considered the greatest ~rror and major defect in the confession, 

namely , the implied conception of eternity and its relation to 

time . The authors of the confes sions did not sse that eternity 

differs from time in quality as well as quantity and thus can­

not be viewed as an endless extension of time . As Kierkegaard 

ex.;>ressed it, "the ini'ini te guali tati ve diffe rence between time 

and eternity'!. They viewed the difference between t ime and 

eternity in terms of quantity only. Scripture views eternity 

as )'previous " to time and follow:ing ''after '' time as well as 

breaking into titne in the ''Christ- event''· But for .faith the 

Time known as the ''Christ-event" is n ot simply contrasted with 

Eternity: it has itself a share in eternity and receives its 

significance from e ternity. 

In Scripture God is viewed as being 11fr o,n eve rlas ting to 

e verlasting" (Ps . 90. 2) as well as ''the Alpha and the Omega" 

(Rev. 1 . 8), but i n th( confessions God is confined to the 

dimensi on of Hi s eterni ty wh ich i s antecedent to time, and the 

r e lation of His will to the events which come to pass in t ime 

is conceived of purely in terms of before and after : for 

example , "God from all ete rnity did ....• ordain whatever comes 

t o pass " (west . conf . ). The consequence is that the doctrine 

assumes the cast of a deterministic philosophy , in which there 

is no real space for human freedom despite verbal protestations 
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to the contrary, as \ 'e have observed. With their mathematical 

concept of Ti me the confessions lacked altogether an "existEm-

tial" understanding of Time where decision and choice is inte-

gral to human existence , so that history was viewed in a static 

way as the unfolding of an unchangeable plan. 

But the decisive object i on to this form of the doctrine 

is not that it is destructive of humru1 freedom only . set in 

this form it in fact deni es the freedom of God - His freedom to 

be God in all the dimensions of His eterni ty and to pupsue His 

eternal purpose in time and througn time. If all things that 

come to pass have been determined by God 's decve e from all 

eternity then , once the decree has been fixed, God becomes His 

own executor. 48 But s uci1 a God is not eternal in the full 

sense of the word; He is only pre-temporal. 

The Essent ial Message of t he Confessions : 

Now that we have criticised the confessions, however, we 

must attempt br i efly to understand what they were attempting to 

emphasise and safeguard. 

Obviously, the confessions wished primarily to maintain 

tbe f ac t of God ' s sovereignty and freedom in the salvation of 

sinful men . For them God is the One who unconditionally pre-

cedes the creature in His grace . Man with his decis i on can only 

follow. Thus he cannot forestall t he purp·)S€ and plan of God 

with any creaturely acti on or cl a im. 'l'he doctrine of e lection 

so expressed s howed that God is compl ete ly free in His redemp-

tive work and th&t there could b e no othe.r reason for His will-

ing to redeem men than His ''good pl easure " . All gr ounds in the 

creature which might suggest a r eason for thi s salvation were 

r e.noved s o th&.t tl1e source of all redemption was seen to lie in 

the eternal and e lecting love of God. 

Togeth~r with this went an ·atte mpt to understand.the 

4B Calvl·n vl·rtually says t~1·s ·n oman ords ·n rnst 1 16 8 ! J 1 s y w l • • • • 
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biblical doctrine of man in his total corrupt ion and misery: so 

that all reasons f or self-exaltation were shattered, no room 

for human "works 11 vvas left, or for grace being me rite d by tl!1e 

creature. The confesoions mus t be admired for th£ir fidelity 

to Scripture in formulating their doctrine of sin: it is only 

against such a background that we may understand tlle doctrine 

of election. M.an in his absolutely hopeless state is raised to 

new life thr ough the sovereign grace of God which finds its 

source in the electing love of God . 

Finally, we must remember that the confessions we re 

written not only to combat impure doctrine but for pastoral 

purposes , to build u;;; the faithful i n the "whole counsel " of 

God. For the m, as for Calvin, what is at stake in the doctrine 

of election is a positive and evangelical assurance t hat our 

salvation is from G~d and unto God , untouchable by human activi­

ty or weakness and unshakeable in it s finality. The constant 

refrain ,.~ he e ternal and immutable counsel of God" used when 

discussing the de cree was introduced into the confessions to 

reveal the absolute certainty of salvation, as being rooted in 

God. They clearly perceived that salvation, as an act of God's 

sover e ign grace, was built upon His electing lovE. which is the 

only basi s for confident preaching of the Gospel. On ly on this 

foundation could the Church Qe persuaded that neither death, nor 

l ife, nor angels , nor principalities , nor things present, nor 

things to come , nor power, nor height , nor depth, nor anything 

else in all creation would be able to separ·ate her from the 

love of God in Jesus Christ her Lord. 

so while the confessions may have "seen throggh a glass 

darkly" in their attempts to formulate the truths of Scripture 

they nevertheless clearly perceived that the Church l ives only 

by the e l ecting love of God and that th( centre of he r Message 

is the triumph of Grace in a world of sin and dsspair . 
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CONCLUSION. 

In our final chapter it is desirable to point the way to 

a positive approach consonant with Scripture to the doctrine of 

election . Having appreciated the truths Calvin attempted to 

preserve in his statemGnt of predestination, we must now try 

to reframe them and briefly state the direction to be taken in 

understandin~ divine election . 

It is significan~ to obse rve that all the great theolo­

gians of the Church have been ohliged to give attention to elec­

tion since it is embedded ineradicably in both the Old and New 

Testaments . lJot w~. thout reason has Kuyper referred to this 

1 fundamental tenet as 11 the ll€art of the Church ." But there have 

been many dangers threatening the 11heart 11 of the Church . Luti-

lati ons and unhealthy speculations have produced vehement 

reactions . In fact, the history of the dogma of predestination 

could for a large part be described in terms of this reactio~ . 

Often th" pendulum has r:':!ung from determinism to in de te rminis::-:1, 

from the concept of arbitrariness to the denial of divine 

sovereignt~ , from a terrifying doct rine of rej ection to a denial 

of all rejection . This reveals the estrangement in man ' s think­

ing, which no longer understands that both God's sovereignty 

and His crace 9 both His love and His justice , blend togethe~ . 

These reactions and dangers are not solely theoretical 

for they touch upon the religious life as a whole . As Berkou".'er 

reminds us, r:one realises intuitively tbat in the area of this 

doctrine decisions c:.re made that are of great imQortance for a 

full understandin [ of God's plan of salvation 11 •
2 In the study 

of predestination one is impressed with the disastrous 

1 A. ~:uyper, Pred~catien, Pg. 43 (1913) 
2 G. C. Bcrkouwer, Divine Election, Pg. 8. 
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results of the unevangelical use of the doctrine, where the 

"fatherly countenance of God 113 is hidden behind the concept of 

the "absolute power of God " or behind the frightening idol of 

a mechanistic-deterministic causality. This , indeed , has often 

ended in disdain of and vexation about the doct rine of election 

itself. Wel l may we take to heart the warning of the divines 

of the '.'lestminster Assembly, consc ious of the difficulty of the 

doctrine of predestination and aware of its power to t?rovoke 

interminable argument which may be a substitute for the 

obed i ence of :fui th :: 

"The doctrine of' this high mystery o.f pre destination 
is to be handled vi i th special prudence and care, that 
men attending the will of God revealed in His Word, 
and yielding obedience thereunto may from the certainty 
of their effectual vocation, be assur ed of their 
eternal election . so shall this doctrine afford matter 
of praise, reverence, and admiration or God, and 
humility, diligence, and abundant consolations to all 
who sincerely obey the Gospel 11 . 4 

In bGginning a brief reconstruction we must note the ·:...-·_·-

fundament. ql mistake made by lnany.- , by which fai t.h has suffered 

severe injury and theoloeical thinking been led astray into 

mischievous error . Th i s is the error of equating 11 predesti-

nation" and 11election 115, as seen e . g . in Calvin. Traditional 

theology has used the word "predestinat i on" almost exclusively 

in the discussion of the divine " decre es ". The fact that men 

we r e able to hold the doctrine of doub l e predestination with 

good conscience was owing to an unconscious confusion of 

Election and Predestin~tion . Because they were aware that the 

doctrine of gracious election i s the heart of the Bible but 

did not pepc~ive that that this is completely different to a 

doctrine of predestination, thG genuin e sentiment attached 

to the doctrine of e l ection was transferred to that of predesti-

nation. 

3 canons of Dort . 5. 5 . 
4 Wes t . Conf . III . 8. 

5 In this thesis we have used these two terms as synonyms 
up until this poin t 
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The term "predestination" is used infrequently in 

Scripture , twelve t imes only. We are convinced that the Bible 

is not interested in the numerous philosophical quest ions into 

which men have de lved in their attempts to grapple with this 

divine mystery. Equatine divine sove r eignty with physical or 

metaphysical determinism, and on the ethical level with fatalism, 

is a perversion of the spirit of Scripture . Predestination is 

falsified if it is used in accordance with philosophic cate-

gories of thought . On the one hand, it includes the concept of 

destiny which in modern usage has a meaning foreign to the Bible . 

In fact, in the thought of the west 'Which is heir to the Greeks , 

and in many of the e r eat metaphysical syst ems and r e ligions of 

the Bast, destiny has a charact (; r of a blind, anonymous force 

to which divinity itself is often subject ; whereas in the Bible 

destination - not the d e stin~ - of man, of history, and of the 

universe itself, is the supremely personal work of the loving , 

wise , fr' : , and sovere i gn God. 

Further, in the word pl~edestination the prefix 11 pr e 11 

puts well-nigh exclusive insistence on the anteced~nt characte~ 

of the de ere e which destines the persons and things canoe rne d . 

But if in the Bib l e the ete rnal ?~foFe is the beginning of all 
/ 

history , this is not because it preceded it but because it 

refers to the Person who carries out His purpose,, The emphasis 

is throvm back upon God and His character . 

Again, eternity - the antecedent time - is not a time 

ended and replaced by the time which succeeds it; it i s a 

" time " which is not su>:lject to the succession and annihilation 

which our t ime involvus. In ke eping with the language of the 

Bible we may affirm that it is the relationship of the Lord of 

time with all our time - the presence of that Lord, free~ 

sovereign, and faithful, in this fleeting time , 

Thus the toroentinr and insoluble problems raised by an 

erroneous 'belief in "pre "destination are not even touched upon 
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by the writers of Holy Scripture. such questions as how can 

fore-ordination an d freedom 9 predestination and responsibility 

co-exist do not constitute any problem for the New Testament. 

For the wri ters of Scripture were not concerned with an eter­

n ity/time scheme, a "before/&fter-" process r elated to our sal-

vation, or a desire to posit a theory of salvation hidden in 

some remote eternity to which we in our finite position could 

never adequately refer. 6 Rather they use this word to indicate 

the fact that our salvation is of God, is not of f lesh and 

blood, and does not arise within our temporali ty ; therefore it 

is secure and unshakeable. Kuyper's words beautifully r efl ect 

their thought, " the confession of foreordinat ion is essentially 

the recoenition of grace active long before the hour of conver-

sian". . "Predestination" then must be viewed exclusively from 

the religious point of view as a word used to i nd icate the 

security of our salvation and to direct our attention away from 

ourselveE to the God who is the author of our salvation - and 

must under no circumstances be re l ated to abstract theorising 

about eternity/time schemes . In fact 9 "predest inati on" from 

this standpoint becomes ridiculous and harms the Christian 

understanding of God. For while embr acinf! time in His ex-

perience, while knowing past, present 9 and future, God we may 

"h-elieve is not confined as we are within the limits of tempo-

rality and successiven ess 9 but trans cends these limits . As 

Donald Baillie has cl early written 9 

6 

"If He is a God who does things , a living God, we 
must think of Him as having a positive k i nd of 
eternity which has a direct ' vertical ' relation to 
each moment of our temporal e xperience ; and when 
we speak of His acti vity we are bound to use 
temporal expressions though they are inadequate ". 7 

Refe r to Pg.l29 for an exposit ion of the 'Nords "before the 
foundation of the world " whi ch appl i es equally to the word 
11pre destination". 

7 D. M. Baill ie , God was in Christ 9 Pg. 191. 
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The term "predestination" is one of these "inadequate " express-

ions and must be acknowledged as such. From the div ine point of 

view nothing is merely "pre ": He is not bound by time. 

We must now turn to an examination of God's election, the 

corner- stone of Scripture, of which Bar th has written, 

"It is not merely a mode of His saving work, but the 
mode of the divine saving work; it is not merely a 
mode of Hi9 work in salvation, but the mode of all 
His work". e 

In Scripture we are confronted with God 's choice or elect i on 

of man for fellowship with Himself and this doctrine of choice 

is an integral part of the doct rine or God. Here, more than 

at any other point of Christian doctrine, we must reiterate the 

thesis that Jesus Christ is the source and goal of all our 

knowledge of God. Here the foundation of our dogmatic must be 

clearly stated: everything which God says about Himself and 

which we have to say about God is anchored in Jesus Christ. 

With Christ we must begin, and with Him we must end ; and out­

side of Him there i s no kind of knowledge ab out God . As Barth 

says, 11 i n Jesus Christ God announce s Himself over against all 

our imaginations and errors " . In disuussing elect ion, God ' s 

wlection, we may not have anything to do with any theorising 

which averts attention from Chri st . Abstract di scussion con-

cerning the election and final destiny of men which avoids con-

centrating on the ministry, death, and resurrection df Jesus 

Christ is worse than sterile , and fatal for Christian pr e.aching.9 

Therefore since Jesus Christ is Himself the meeting-point 

between God and man, since He is God 's turning to man in grace , 

we can understru1d e lecti on only as an elect i on of grace , where 

God desires to reconcile all men to Himse lf. 

8 K. Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol . 2 . , Pt. 2, Pg. 210. 

9 D. M. Mackinnon, Philosophy and Christology 9 Pg. 284, 
an article in Essays in Christology for Karl Barth, 
edit . T. H. L. Parker. 
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Emphasis has been laid on three attributes in all the 

classic expositions of e lecti on: the freedom, the mystery, and 

the righteousness of the electing God. It may be agreed 

therefore that any attempt to erect a doctrine of election must 

include these three elements. But all the classic theories fall 
the 

short when they do not stress thatAelecting wil l is not a naked, 

abstract decree but it is the will of a God of love who turns 

to all men in Jesus Christ to be gracious to them. we bow 

before myste ry when we speak of election: but this is the si-

lence of adoration induced by our r ecognition of our election aq 

of grace. rt results from no necessity on the part of God , and 

from no merit on our part 9 but has its ground in God 's good 

pleasure alone. But it is His good pleasure: there is nothing 

higher than His goodness, or anterior to i t . God loves alw:::tyn 

from all eternity and Hisoole purpose is to ally His life with 

the lives of men in mutual love. This truth can n ever be 

clouded .. >~n we keep before us Jesus Christ and not an e..:-~l , ,.J..r. 

decree. 

There are two different avenues to approach an und e r --

standing of election, the subjective and objective, which need 

not e .'-:clude each other. On the other hand, we must bear in 

mind Mauray ' s perspicacious insight that a serious error, giving 

rise to dangerous consequences, is the belief that the doctrinn 

of predestination is the doctrine of the Eredestined. ~nd not ~ 

doctrine of the G·od whn 9r edestines: in other words an a.,.~ ~ "~- ::o 

pologi cal not a theological doctrine. 10 

One school has 2t tempted to interpret e lection fr·or: -·. 

"subject i-.~r; '~ s tandpoint as man's awarene s s of and appr ehen;:".c 

by God ' s grace . Tl1is not only reduces e l ec tion to a pure 

anthropological doc trine, but does not do justice to the 

"objective" fact of e l ection in Chri st . Otto says that, 

10 P. Mauray, Predes tin ation, Pg. 37. 
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" the idea of 'election ' - that is , of having been chosen 
out and pre- ordained by God unto salvation - is an 
immediate and pure expression of the actual religious 
ex~erience of grace 11 • ll 

Th i s i s in fact partly true : the recipient of divine grace fe e ls 

and knows as he reflects on the past that he has not grown into 

his present self through any effort of his own and that, apart 

from his own will and power, grace grasped him, impelled him, 

and led him. Even the resolves and decisions that were his 

own and most free become to him, without los ing the element of 

freedom, something that he experienced rather than did. This 

is in fact the experience of st . Paul: we shall neve r under-

stand the doctrine as it appears in his e pistles until we see 

that it runs back to the personal experience of a man who , by 

the fact of his conversion, discovered himself to be e le c ted by 

God, marked out by divine decree for service and funbassadorship~2 

The subjective interpretation of e l e c t i on is a constan t 

warning of the danger of rationalising this doctrine. Instead 

of considering it in its rightful place as supremely a factor 

of Christian experience, it i s abstracted from the grace/faith 

correlation and considered in te rms of human l ogic . The ra-

tional and logical conclusion of one who is e l ecte d by God to 

salvation i s that He has also determined the non- e lect for 

damnation . But this conclusion may n ot be drawn , for an 

individual ' s being apprehended by God ' s grace is the concern of 

a religious intuition , which stands alone and is only warrant 

for itself, and which is outraged by any attempt to weave it 

int o a sys t em or make it yie ld a series of inferenc es . 

V/e must, however, remember that here we are dealing with 

God ' s election and not merely man's awareness of grace; thus 

we must consid e r the fact from a theocentric point of view. 

Election implies a free decision of God not to remain 

ll 
R. Otto, The Idea of the holy, Pg. 103. 

12 
J . S . Stewart, A Man in Christ, Pg. 143. 
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satisfied with the fulness of His own independent life, but to 

allow that fulness to flow out towards beings other than Himself . 

This decision is n ot conditioned by anything outside of Himself 

which might claim or merit it. Nor is it conditioned by anything 

in His o~~ nature which would make it necessary for Him to enter 

into fellowship with beings other than Himself, since He already 

bas the fulness of fellowship within His own being. We require 

therefore to emphasise the two words "choice" and " grace " to 

describe the relati onsh i p established with man in Jesus Christ . 

There is no contradiction between the will of God and 

what is revealed in Jesus Christ . Of necessity they must be 

identical, and therefore we may not attempt to go behind Christ 

to some decretum absolutum in the inscrutable will of God: if 

there were some hidden decree lying behind the decision of God 

to move outwards to man in Christ revelation would be a delusion. 

Here we must depart radically from Augustine and e ven 

more radically from Calvin. While i nsisting that Christ HimBelf 

was man ' s justification , reconciliation, regeneration, sancti-

fication, and redemption, it is strange that when Calvin came 

to deal with the most fundamental theme of all, the divine 

election, he sought its groun d behind Christ in some decretum 

abs olutum. From our study of Scripture we are convinced t hat 

Jesus Christ is not a mere instrument of the divine elect ion , 

n ot simply the means by which men are e ither chosen or rejected, 

because He Himself is the Chosen One in the midst of humanity. 13 

In Himself He sums up all divine election: the e lecti on of 

Israel, in that He fulfils the promise of the Old Testament ; the 

e lection of the Church, in tha t it is in Him that the Church 

has i ts l ife . But at the same time He i s also with in the 

counsels of the Godhead , with the f.·ather and the Holy Spirit. 

Thus He also e l ects, and we cannot search be yond Him for the 

13 Luke 9.35 , 23.35 Matt . 3 . 17 17.5 ; 12.18-21 (R.s .v.) 
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" primal and ultimately determinative dec i s i on of God ". There 

can be no decretum absolutum in which Chr i st did not share. He 

is simultaneously the elect and the e l ecting One . 

The man to whom God binds Himse lf is sinful and fallen 

man . As s uch he lies under the divine r eject i on . But God 's 

desire and purpose is fellowship; thus the election of grace , 

eternal in the counsels of God, is not nullified by man ' s sin 

and fal l. In Jesus Christ , God takes upon Hi mself the sentence 

of reject i on and bears it in man ' s stead to annul it . Calvin 

was correct in seeking the truth in "d ouble predestination", but 

misunderstood the object of this predestination . There is in 

fact no dist r ibution of e l ect i on and reprobation over ce r tain 

people, but it is a question of election and re probati on i n 

respect of Chr ist . Christ as the Elect One bears our reprobat i on 

in Himself: because He is " the Lamb slain from the foundat i on 

of the world ". Again, we do not wish to enter a discussion 

which r emoves us into the realm of eternity/t i me schemes ; this 

quotation merely serves to remind us that Christ' s bearing of 

our re probat ion has always been within the div i ne purpose . 

We are enabled to speak of "d ouble predestination" only 

i n terms of Calvary where the e l ect Man assumes our repPobation 

in His sacrifice . Man being under the wrath and judgement of 

God has become subject to rejection and death . But in and with 

the election oi' Jesus Christ God has love d mankind from eterni t y. 

Therefore , representing both God and elected mankind , He bears 

the rejection . At the centr e of God ' s revelation we find the 

Chosen one who enters into the sphe r e of our reprobation t o 

bear and destroy it in Himself . 

We may Mot treat lightly the cry of dereliction and 

abandonment, "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken Me ? 1114 

This awful cry indicates that He experienced in its full and 

14 Matt. 27 .46. 
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tragic depths the horror of our reprobation. we way not treat 

this in a crude way as has been done in certain theories of the 

atonement where the Father is appeased by the Son or where the 

first and second persons of the Trinity are set in direct 

antagonism to each other . It is always necessary to r emember 

that "God was in Christ reconciling the world unto Himself 11 •
15 

Here we do not have the distinct cleavage in the nature of God 

because l ove is not set over against justice . God in Christ in 

holy love grapples wit h our sin to destroy it: His love enters 

into our human situation to bear our sin, but this love is 

entirely antagonistic to sin because of its holy character . 

Hence the great tensions in the Cross. The terror of desola-

tion and awfulness of our sin , however, may not be minimised . 

The One who was always in communion with tl1e Father is somehow 

aware of a great gulf and separation from the Father because of 

our sin borne by Him, while at the same time the abyss of dere ­

lict i on is as terrible for the Father as for the Son. St . Paul 

was bold enouch to venture an explanation of that event which 

passes all understandin~ in its mystery and terribleness . He 

says that Jesus was in fact 11 made a curse for us 1116 , which does 

not cause him astonishment for God Himself "made Him to be sin 

for us 11 17 where "the wages of sin is death 11 •
18 The son of God 

has taken our rejection upon Himself and therefore (the heart 

of the Gospel !) the rejection is no longer man ' s rightful 

portion. 

Through His H.esurrection the e l ection of Jesus Chri st is 

again affirmed , for He has destroyed our r e jection in overcoming 

the powe r of sin and death . Through His r esurrection Jesus 

Christ is e lected for the whol e world: men ' s r eprobation is 

15 
2 Cor. 5 . 19. 

16 
Qal. 3 . 13 . 

17 
2 Co.!:. 5 . 21. 

18 Rom. 6 . 23 . 
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annulled and all are potenti al ly elect. Accord ing to the New 

Testamen t Jesus died for the sins of the world and rose again: 

ours the r e f or e is a worl.dl already 11 saved 11 or 11elected 11 • This 

means tb&t the whole of humanity has become i nvolve d. in t his 

supreme act of God ' s savi ng grace : the wl10le of humanity has 

b een j,)laced unde r the; sign of God ' s election, within the possi­

b ility of becoming 11 one of the elE;ct 11 • 

This ooes not, however, imply universalism. Universali s m 

may be a he resy equally destructive of the Christian gos pel as 

the doctrine of double pr edestinat ioh. Election is a decisive 

act of God, but it e vokes and creates faith and response. The 

correlation i n the New Testament i s always between elect i on and 

faith. In thi s correlation th6 election of God is not made 

de pendent on man's f a ith, but it is recognised and conf essed by 

way of faith. Election can be experienced and ratified only 

personally, in spite of t he fact tho.t the whole of humanity is 

the object of God ' s love . No collectivity can be addressed as 

" thou"; only the individual can be the subject of' direct 

addr ess . 

Elect i on is not a dead 11·pre 11 destinat i on in the past or 

some still point in a timeless eternity, but a living act in 

time t hat congronts us f&ce to face in Jesus Chr i st, the living 

Word of Gmd . El ect ion is in fact the love of God enacted and 

insert ed into history in the l ife, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ . The miracle of the k erygma is this : that 

through the proclaimed Word, Jesus Christ the v~ord becomes 

e vent in the faith of the believer . Through the kerygma the 

eternal e lection continues to become even t in time , and con­

tinues to complete God ' s choice of love . 

Calvin, we maintain , was correct in his plea that the 

abolition of the term 11free - will 11 would be of great advantage 

t o the Church. In an age that lichtly accepts "f r ee-wi l l" as 

a pre s uppositi on of the Gospel message and of everything e l se , 
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it is imperat ive that we listen to Calvin in his attempt to do 

justice to the scriptural analysis tha t man is in bondage. 19 The 

Jews thought . themselves to be free in the time of Christy but 

they were to be free only after having been liberated by Christ. 

Until then they lived in slavery, despite t heir activity. Their 

a ct ivity was n ot irrelevant; rather i t proves that they were 

willing slaves. Paul says that men present the mse 1 ve s as the 

servants of iniquity21 , as the servant s of sin22 , and the ser­

vants of lust and senB ual pleasure 23. It is a time in which 

man live s in bondage to gods which are no gods 24, in which he 

goes his own way in his s o- calle d freedom, unconsci ous of his 

slavery but nonetheles s subject to it in all of his existence . 

"No man can come unto me except the li'athe r draw him''· 

This doctr i n e of the bondage of the will is the abiding 

stumbling-block for any attempts to foster synergism in the 

sphere of election, any attempt to bring God ' s gr ace and man' s 

freedom int o harmony and a balanced relationship with each 

other i n order to establish a synthesis . As Berkouwer has 

remarked, "in n o form of synergism is it poss ible to e scape the 

conclusion that man owes his salvat i on not solely to God but 

al s o t o himself 11 •
25 . Scripture fully honours man 's activity; 

it calls for it and s timulates it, but never makes i t part of 

a synergistic synthes is. The r elationship between the source of 

salvation in God and t he decision of man can neve r be presented 

as a co- ordinate relationship : rathery the sphere of h uman ac-

tivity and decision is , and remains bound to bey the exc l usive 

and graci ous act of God i n which faith finds rest . The divine 

19 J ohn 8. 34- 36 . 
20--

cf . John 3 . 27 
21 .Rom. 6 .16 . 

Ibid. 

Titus 3. 3. 
Gal. 4. 8 . 

I cor. 2 . 14 Rom. 8 . 5 y 6, 7 , 8. 

22 

23 
24 
25 G. C. Berkouwer , ~ Cit~ , Pg , 42. 
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act of elect i on makes room and leaves open the possibili t y for 

man's act. That possibility is not absorbed or destroyed by 

divine superiority, but created, called forth , by i t . Freedom 

26 is conveyed in and through the Gospel : it is in the sphere 

where God ' s ~edemptive message is made known, where election as 

" the sum of the Gospe l 1127 is proclaimed , that freedom is given, 

that the opportuni ty for faith is made real, where the possib i-

lity of faith i s given so that the e lection of God may be em-

braced and sealed in the individual's life. Outside of this 

sphere there i s only bondage and eeath . 

~hat of reprobation? To be reprobate can only be the 

choice of the godless man - in the light of God ' s election . To 

b e reprobate ( and the Gospels declare that at the Judgement 

there will be reprobate) is an "un-unders tandable mystery 11 28 

what the New Testament calls the "mystery of iniquity". To 

choose our own way in spite of God ' s absolute choi ce of us, to 

listen to the voice of infinite love and to know that we are 

already apprehended by that love in the death and resurrection 

of Jesus by the very apprehension of that l ove to be given the 

opportunity and capacity to respond i n faith and love , and still 

to draw back into proud independence and selfish denial of the 

love of Ci-od, is an act of nnfathomable horror wh ich starkly 

illustrates the depravi t y of man's nature. 

In God ' s election , then , the Church finds her strength 

and her power : i f it were not for the fact that all men are 

al re ady chosen in Christ there would be no hope . But this is 

the good n ews of the Gos pel that Christ has died for all that 

whosoever will may be saved . It is i n God ' s election that the 

Church may find her acsurance and comfort, as well as the very 

26 
2 cor . 3. 17 . 

27 K. Barth, Op . Cit . , Pg . lO. 
28 T. F. Torrance , Uni versa l ism or Election?, an article in 

the S.J . T. Vol. 2, 1949. Pg. 317 . 
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basis for pre aching the Gospel . In a rediscovery of the truth 

of this doctrine the Church will in this generat i on find new 

life and strength for her world mission . It is because he S'J 

clearly perceived the place of this doctrine in the life of the 

Chu·rch that the Church is indebted to tTohn Calvin . 
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9. CALVIN'S ARTICLES ON PREDESTINATION. * 

Before the first man was created God, by an eternal decree, 
determined what He wil l ed should come to pa ss with reference to 
the whole human race . 

By this hidden decree of God it was decided that Adam should 
fall from the perfect state of hi s nature and draw al l his 
posterity into the guilt of ete rnal death. 

On the same decree hangs the discrimination between the 
e l ect and the reprobate : for some He has adopted to Himself 
to salvation; others He has destined to eternal destruction . 

Although the reprobate are vessels of the just vengeance 
of God, and a~ain the elect are vessels of mercy, nevertheless 
no other cause of the discrimination is to be sought in God 
than His mere will , which i s the supreme rule of rightoousness . 

Although it is by faith that the elect obtain the grace of 
adoption, election nevertheless does not hang on faith, but is 
prior to it in time and order. 

Inasmuch as the origination and perseverance of faith flow 
from the eratuit ous election of God, so none otht:rs aPe truly 
illuminate d unto faith, neithe r Qre any others endu~d with 
the Spirit of re generation except those whom God has chosen: 
but the r eprobate must needs remain i n their blin6ness or fall 
away from faith, if pe r chance there be any in them. 

Although we are chosen in Christ, ne vertheless that the 
Lord consid ers among His own is prior in order to His making 
us members of Christ . 

Although the will of God is the supreme and first cause of 
all things ruid God holds the de v il and all the impious subject 
to his will , God nevertheless cannot be called the cause of sin , 
nor the author of e vil, neither i s He open to any b lame . 

Although God is truly hostile to sin and condemns all 
iniquity in men, because it is offensive to Him, nevertheless 
it is not merely by Hi s mere permission, but by His wi ll and 
secret decree that all things that are done by men are governed . 

Although the devil and reprobates are God ' s servants and 
instruments to carry out His secret dec isions , nevertheless in 
an incomprehensible manner God so wor ks in them and through 
them as to contract no stain from their vice, because their 
malice is used in a just and riehteous way for a good end, 
although the manner of it is often hidden from us . 

They act ignorantly and calunmiously who say that God is 
mad e the author of sin, if all things come to t:lass by His '.Jil l 
and ordinance; because they make no distinction between the 
open depravity of men and the hidden appointments of God . 

* Quoted from B, B. war field , Predestination in the Rtformed 
confessions, Pg . 193. The dat e of the b.rticles -fsno:r­
known. 
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